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   Abstract 
Research on Song-period bronze mirrors reveals not only advances in metalwork-
ing but also the emergence of mirrors as carriers of popular narratives. This study 
examines a rare eight-lobed mirror decorated with figures in a landscape—combin-
ing pavilion, bridge, woodland, and the motif of a rabbit—arguably illustrating the 
Tang-era tale of Pei Hang and Yun Ying rather than the commonly proposed moun-
tain monastery, Emperor Xuanzong’s Moon Palace, or King Mu of Zhou legends. 
By situating these objects within the broader commercialization of civic culture 
under the Song dynasty, comparing pictorial compositions with other visual media, 
and assessing parallel finds in Korea, this paper argues that mirror makers em-
ployed modular decorative moulds to assemble richly ambiguous scenes that in-
vited multiple readings. The proposed “Pei Hang” interpretation aligns most closely 
with the extant iconography and highlights how narrative imagery contributed to 
mirror design as both a commodity and a medium of cultural exchange across East 
Asia. 
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1. Introduction 

The flourishing of commercial and civic culture during the Song dynasty (960-1279) fostered a vibrant urban envi-
ronment unparalleled by any earlier period in Chinese history. Amid this transformation, the rise of a literate and 
culturally engaged middle class generated increasing demand for luxury objects that reflected contemporary literary 
and theatrical interests. Bronze mirrors, once reserved for elite ritual use, adopted pictorial backs that narrated scenes 
drawn from popular drama and folklore (Tan, 2024). Such mirrors were not merely decorative; they offered visual 
storytelling to their owners, merging artisanal innovation with shared cultural knowledge. 

This study focuses on an eight-lobed Song bronze mirror adorned with figures in landscape—a type that exempli-
fies the fusion of metalwork innovation and narrative imagery. Through close visual and iconographic analysis, this 
paper argues that the mirror’s imagery is best understood in relation to the Tang dynasty tale of “Pei Hang,” a story 
involving devotion, immortality, and the intervention of the Jade Rabbit. By re-evaluating existing interpretations 
and situating this mirror within the wider context of Song material and visual culture, the study sheds light on the 
narrative potential of everyday objects in premodern China. 
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2. Historical Background of Bronze Mirror Decoration 

2.1 Ritual and Elite Usage in Earlier Periods 

As early as the Shang (1600-1046 BCE) and Zhou (1046-256 BCE) dynasties, mirrors were valued objects in elite 
circles. Initially used in ritual and ceremonial contexts, they later became status symbols among the aristocracy. By 
the Eastern Han (25-220 CE), geometric motifs such as TLV and guiju dominated mirror backs (Wang, 2021). Qing 
imperial collections prized these antiques; court paintings like The Twelve Beauties of Emperor Yongzheng attest to 
their revered status and rich ornamentation. These works show that the back of the mirror is decorated, while the 
front is the reflective side. With these two sides, bronze mirrors represented different sets of values. The plain, re-
flective side showed the image of its user, while the opposite side featured an intricate pictorial programme that was 
both decorative and meaningful. It is conceivable that past consumers purchased mirrors based on their designs, and 
one could argue that a mirror reflected not only the appearance but also the mindset or ideals of its user.  

2.2 Shift to Narrative Scenes in the Song 

As a medium of visual culture that transcended the limits of decorative crafts, bronze mirrors both influenced and 
drew inspiration from other visual materials, such as ceramics and prints, becoming an integral part of Song dynasty 
visual culture. With broader social access in the Song era, mirrors began to depict dynamic scenes: puppet shows, 
theatrical performances, and legendary tales. Craftsmen borrowed compositional devices such as layered spatial depth, 
asymmetry, and natural motifs from contemporary landscape painting to enrich storytelling on the mirror’s back 
(Zhang, 2021). 

3. Description of the Eight‑Lobed “Landscape” Mirror 

3.1 Form and Composition 

The mirror under study has an eight-lobed shape with a central knob (Fig.1). Its composition is asymmetrical: a 
pavilion occupies the upper right, while trees, rocks, and stylized watercourses fill the upper left. In the lower half, 
two groups of figures stand on a gently arched bridge, and a rabbit appears at its midpoint. A partially visible figure 
is positioned behind a half-open pavilion door, a motif widely used during the Song period (Kong, 2020). 

 
Figure 1. Rubbing of the eight-lobed mirror with figures in landscape. 
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3.2 Iconographic Details 

The back of the mirror is intricately decorated, with a spatial arrangement reminiscent of a landscape painting. Ele-
ments are layered using shading and perspective to create depth, establishing a visual hierarchy between the fore-
ground and background. The composition includes natural elements such as trees, rocks, a pavilion with a roof, a 
bridge, and flowing water, all seamlessly integrated to form a continuous setting. Two distinct groups of figures are 
depicted, one on the left and one on the right, each consisting of three people. In the left group, the figure furthest to 
the left is shown in a three-quarter view, with both their body and gaze directed towards the right. Additionally, a 
single figure appears within the pavilion, half-hidden behind a doorway. The scene conveys interaction, with the two 
groups on either side seemingly engaged in an act of conferring or preparing to do so. 

4. Review of Prior Interpretations 

4.1 Mountain Monastery 

One suggests that it depicts a mountain monastery, based on the appearance of figures dressed as monks, some of 
whom are positioned on a bridge with a rabbit nearby (Guan, 2004). However, this interpretation is questionable, as 
the attire of certain characters, including the figure behind the door, appears inconsistent with monastic clothing, 
weakening this interpretation. Moreover, the presence of a rabbit in such a scene is difficult to reconcile with the 
monastic theme, suggesting that this interpretation may be overly speculative. 

4.2 Xuanzong of Tang’s visit to the Moon Palace 

A second perspective, commonly accepted among scholars, posits that the mirror represents the story of the emperor 
Xuanzong of Tang’s visit to the Moon Palace, a legend from the Anecdotal History of the Tang Dynasty by Lu Zhao 
(818-82) (Wang, 2008). This story recounts how the Tang emperor Xuanzong (r. 712-756) witnessed a performance 
by celestial beings at Qingxu Palace, inspiring him to compose the song ‘Neon Clothes’. Although plausible, this 
interpretation lacks visual consistency with the scene depicted on the mirror, as the key elements of the story—such 
as the fairies—are not prominently featured. 

4.3 King Mu of Zhou’s encounter with the Queen Mother of the West 

The third perspective associates the imagery with the legend of King Mu of Zhou’s encounter with the Queen Mother 
of the West, as described in the Historical Records by Sima Qian (c. 145-86 BCE) (Liu, 2002). More specifically, 
Liu argues that this story depicts the Queen Mother advising King Mu on his journey across distant mountains and 
rivers. Although the mirror’s landscape scene could represent the remote setting of this encounter, elements such as 
the tree and rabbit do not clearly align with this narrative. The depicted tree does not specifically refer to the tree that 
King Mu planted in Kunlun; similar trees are commonly featured as decorative motifs in various types of Song dyn-
asty mirrors with figures. 

5. “Pei Hang” Legend as a Plausible Source 

Given the limitations of the previous interpretations, a new interpretation put forth here is that the mirror more likely 
illustrates a story written by the Tang dynasty novelist Pei Xing (act. c. 860) about how a character named Pei Hang 
married Yun Ying and became immortal (Liu, 2023). 

5.1 Literary Account 

In ‘The Legend of Pei Hang’, he wrote: In Changqing, there was an imperial examinee named Pei Hang, who was 
passing by the Blue Bridge station post. He was thirsty and saw an old lady weaving linen by a hut. He bowed and 
asked for a drink, and the old lady had her granddaughter Yun Ying carry a jug of wine. He was shocked by Yun 
Ying’s beauty and proposed to marry her. The old lady said that he must get a jade mortar and pestle in order to marry 
her, and he indeed found one in Chang’an. Then he walked a long distance back to Blue Bridge and pounded the 
medicine day and night. The Jade Rabbit in the Moon Palace was moved by Pei Hang's loyalty and came quietly 
every night to help make medicine. The old lady was also moved and finally agreed to the marriage. Afterward, it is 
said the couple drifted off into a grotto on Jade Peak as immortals. 
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5.2 Correspondence with Mirror Imagery 

The compositional elements of this eight-lobed mirror correspond strikingly with key moments in Pei Xing’s Tang 
narrative of Pei Hang and Yun Ying. Most immediately, the gently arched bridge at the center of the design brings 
to mind the “Blue Bridge” (Lanqiao) on which Pei Hang pauses during his pilgrimage. In the legend, it is precisely 
at this site that the Jade Rabbit descends from the Moon Palace each night to assist Pei Hang in grinding the elixir of 
immortality—an act mirrored literally in the carving, where the rabbit appears at the bridge’s midpoint, poised with 
mortar and pestle. No other interpretation proposed for this mirror satisfactorily accounts for the presence of a rabbit 
figure so closely associated with lunar and medicine. 

Equally telling is the half-hidden figure within the pavilion doorway. In the original tale, after Pei Hang obtains 
the jade mortar and pounder, he returns across the bridge to Yun Ying, whose name — “Yun Ying,” or “Mrs. Right”—
signals her role as his destined partner. The mirror’s artisan deliberately positions this maiden behind a partially open 
door, her concealed form suggesting anticipation and longing, as if she awaits her beloved’s arrival. This nuanced 
depiction of an expectant figure would be difficult to reconcile with readings that identify the occupants as monks or 
imperial courtiers, none of whom hinge their identity on concealment or reunion across a bridge. 

Moreover, these symbolic correspondences reflect the broader Song-dynasty penchant for embedding well-known 
stories into literature. Terms such as “Blue Bridge,” “Pei Hang” (“Mr. Right”), and “Yun Ying” (“Mrs. Right”) 
enjoyed a wide currency in poetry and drama, and are even celebrated in Su Shi’s verse: 

Though the Blue Bridge is within reach, 
Wheresoever to seek my dream belle, 

Sentimental is only the waters that flow, 
Keeping company with the one that would not forgo. 

By aligning the bridge, the rabbit, and the pavilion figure with their textual counterparts, this Pei Hang interpreta-
tion not only explains the mirror’s unusual motifs but also highlights the intimate dialogue between visual art and 
popular literature in the Song era. 

6. Production and Circulation of Narrative Mirrors 

Song mirror makers optimized their workshops by casting a set repertoire of decorative moulds—trees, pavilions, 
bridges, human figures, and animals—that could be recombined to create countless narrative compositions. This 
approach allowed artisans to respond swiftly to evolving tastes for literary and theatrical subjects, mass‑produce 
varied designs at lower cost, and maintain a degree of compositional sophistication akin to that found in painted 
landscapes. 

Such narrative mirrors did not remain confined to China. Examples of the “Pei Hang” type, distinguished by an 
eight‑lobed form, a bridge scene with figures, and the emblematic rabbit, have been identified in major Korean 
collections. At the National Museum of Korea and at Sookmyung Women’s University, these mirrors often bear the 
four‑character inscription “Huang pi chang tian” (Bright and Spacious Sky) on the upper side, demonstrating how 
Koreans adopted Chinese narrative motifs while integrating locally favored auspicious phrases (Zhang, 2022). The 
presence of identical moulded components and inscriptions across these geographically dispersed finds underscores 
the dynamic exchange of both form and meaning that characterized East Asian mirror markets from the Song dynasty 
onward. 

7. Conclusion 

The mirror with figures in a landscape exemplifies the challenge of pinning down a single narrative on Song bronze 
mirrors, owing in part to workshops’ use of modular moulds—trees, pavilions, bridges, figures, and animals—that 
could be recombined into myriad compositions for a growing middle-class market. This very modularity, which 
facilitated rapid production and broad circulation, also fostered deliberate ambiguity in the scenes. 

Despite this complexity, this study demonstrates that the eight-lobed mirror’s pavilion, layered landscape, bridge 
scene, human triads, and rabbit motif align most convincingly with Pei Xing’s “Legend of Pei Hang.” The Jade 
Rabbit’s precise placement at the midpoint of the arched bridge and the half-hidden figure of Yun Ying behind the 
pavilion door correspond directly to the Tang narrative, surpassing earlier proposals of a monastery, Xuanzong’s 
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Moon Palace, or King Mu’s journey. 
Perhaps the true allure of these mirrors lies in their deliberate ambiguity: their narratives shimmer between myth 

and history, inviting endless reinterpretation. Cast from modular moulds for a literate middle class and circulated as 
far as Korea—where “Pei Hang” examples bear auspicious inscriptions such as “Bright and Spacious Sky”—they 
embody a dynamic exchange of visual culture that remains just beyond our full grasp. 
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