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TRANSCENDING PERSONALITY: 

FROM ORDINARY TO IMMORTAL LIFE 

Livia Kohn, Boston University 

Types of Immortals 

An immortal or transcendent in Chinese religion is 

a human being who, after undergoing a certain training 

on this earth, ascends into heaven. Traditional 

Chinese literature divides immortals according to their 

ascensions. That is to say, immortals can be either 

prior- or post-ascension, or they can be directly or 

indirectly ascended. The highest type of immortal has 

completed his or her ascension on the direct path, 

i.e., without leaving any traces behind on earth, and 

resides now in the heavens above, fulfilling some role 

or the other in the heavenly hierarchy. A somewhat 

lesser class of transcendent beings are those who are 

ready for ascension any moment now, but still remain on 

this earth. A yet lower group are those whose 

ascension will still leave mundane forms behind. 

Traditional literature, first of all the Baopuzi 

~*~~ (Book of the Master Who Embraces Simplicity) of 

the fourth century, accordingly distinguishes three 



major types of immortals (2.9a; Ware 1966: 47): 

first, heavenly immortals (tianxian *1ill who have 

attained permanent residence in the world beyond, 

sometimes even in the company of their whole families; 

next, earthly immortals (dixian !fu1ill) who have not 

quite overcome the attractions of mundane life and, 

despite their realization of freedom and power to leave 

for paradise any time, decide to linger on a little 

longer. Third, there are the immortals who leave this 

world by way of "deliverance from the corpse" (shij ie 

xian F M1ill ), that is to say, they leave their physical 

bodies or a sUbstitute behind when they ascend into the 

otherworld (see Robinet 1979a). In addition to these 

three major groups there are child immortals, recent 

immortals, and numerous other specific categories of 

divine beings. 

In a similar vein, immortals or transcendents can 

phenomenologically be distinguished according to their 

ascension. There are immortals already ascended and 

those prior to ascension. Those after ascension are 

full immortals, full members of the heavenly host; 

they have their major residence in heaven. Those prior 

to ascension still aspire to immortality and are, so to 

speak, transcendents in training. 

Immortality itself can therefore be divided into 

three phases: (1) the transformation from an ordinary 

person into a living immortal on earth; (2) the 

ascension into the heavenly sphere; and (3) the 
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realized life in heaven with the occasional excursion 

into the mundane realm. 

Phases two and three are described largely second

hand, that is to say, authentic human reports on 

personal experiences of the ascension proper and of the 

kind of life one leads in heaven are rarely found. 

What we know about ascension procedures and the reality 

above is information from the outside, i.e., it 

consists of reports or revelations. On the other hand, 

there is some first-hand information from which it is 

quite possible to glimpse the inner workings of the 

transformation from an ordinary into an immortal human 

being. Tang dynasty authors like Sima Chengzhen ~~ 

(647-735), Sun Simiao ~}~,lt! (581-672), and Wu Yun ~m 

(d.778) in particular have left us a number of 

insightful discussions. 

Texts 

Among relevant documents there are specifically: 

Sima Chengzhen's Fuqi j ingyi lun DIi~M«i~ (On 

the Essential Meaning of the Absorption of 21; Yunji 

gigian 57 and DZ 277, fasc. 1341 , a description of 

1. 	Texts in the Taoist Canon (Daozang, abbreviated DZ) 
are given according to the number of the reduced 
sixty-volume edition published in Taipei and Kyoto. 
These numbers coincide with those found in K.M. 
Schipper, Concordance du Tao Tsang (Paris: 
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altogether nine distinct physical practices, leading to 

purification of the body and perfection of health;2 

Sima Chengzhen's Tianyinzi 1(~=f (DZ 1026, fasc 

672), which outlines transformation in the five stages 

of purification, seclusion, meditation, trance, and 

liberation;3 

Sima chengzhen's Zuowanglun ~ ~ (Discourse on 

Sitting in Oblivion; DZ 1036, fasc. 704), which 

details the transformation of the human into the 

immortal mind in seven steps together with an 

inscription also called Zuowanglun, dated to the year 

829. 4 

Wu Yun's Shenxian kexue lun ?$fwOJ~~ (Spirit 

Immortality Can Be Learned; DZ 1051, fasc. 726-727, 

2.9b-16a), which describes the gradual change that 

Publications de l'Ecole Francaise d'Extreme-Orient, 
1975). "Fasc." stands for "fascicle" and refers to 
the volume number of the 1925 Shanghai reprint of 
the original canon of 1445 (Zhengtong Daozang). 

2. 	This text has been studied and translated by 
Engelhardt 1987. It is also dealt with in 
Engelhardt 1989 and Kohn 1988. 

3. 	For a translation and analysis see Kohn 1987a. 

4. 	Both these texts have been translated and discussed 
in Kohn 1987. 
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takes hold of immortals in the process of 

transformation; 5 

Sun Simiao's Cunshen lianqi ming 

(Visualization of Spirit and Refinement of 21; DZ 834, 

fasc. 571), which details the progress of the immortal 

in training in altogether five phases of the mind and 

seven stages of the body;6 

Two scriptures complete the group of Tang dynasty 

texts relevant to the transformation: the Dingguan 

(Scripture on concentration and 

Observation; DZ 400, fasc. 189 and Yunji qiqian 

17.6b-13a), a meditation manual that is also found as 

appendix to the Zuowanglun (see Kohn 1987); and the 

Neiguan j ing r*Jffj~ (Scripture on Inner Observation; 

DZ 641, fasc. 342 and Yunj i qiqian 17 .la-6b), which 

describes the theoretical understanding of body and 

mind as it stands in the background of the development 
7of the immortal person. 

5. 	On Wu Yun's life and work as a Taoist see Schafer 
1981. 

6. For a translation see Kohn 1987. 

7. 	This scripture was translated and described in Kohn 
1989a. 
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Levels of Transformation 

The transformation from ordinary to immortal life 

takes place on the levels of body, emotions, and 

conscious thinking. The aim is to develop the body 

from an individual entity to being part of a larger 

framework of nature, to complete oneness with the 

cosmos at large. No longer a means toward sensual 

gratification, the body becomes thus a vehicle of 

perfection. Emotions in turn become powerless, the 

aspiring immortal, through a variety of meditation 

practices is trained to see and feel a distance between 

the underlying truth of perfection and the surface 

waves of emotions or "passions and desires," as the 

texts have it. Worldly tasks and pursuits are found 

shallow and even considered hindrances to the goal. 

The conscious mind, finally, undergoes a similar change 

by being, first or all, controlled rigorously. The 

arising of "foolish imaginings" is first observed, then 

controlled, and eventually stopped altogether. The 

understanding of oneself as an individual with a set 

personality is lost in a wider sense of oneness with 

the universe, the Tao. 

In concrete terms this means that an aspiring 

immortal begins by curing acute diseases of his or her 
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body and takes good care to spot latent ones, properly 

understanding the nature of the human physical makeup, 

centered as it is around the five orbs (wuzang it) I 

where the five main energies of the Five Agents are 

stored. Next, one attains harmony of all physical 

actions: one stops eating normal food and SUbstitutes 

a more balanced diet to achieve a higher degree of 

subtlety in alignment with the cosmos. As the 

Tianyinzi describes it: 

Any human being is endowed with the energy of 
the Five Agents and lives on things equally 
consisting of these forces. From the time 
when he or she takes shape in the womb the 
human being breathes in and out and 
circulates blood and essence. How could it 
be possible for him to stop eating and attain 
long life? • • • 

Don't eat anything not well cooked! Don't 
eat strongly flavored dishes! Don't eat 
anything rotten or conserved! These are our 
basic abstentions. Massage your skin with 
your hands so that it becomes moist and hot. 
This will drive out all cold energy. The 
body will radiate with a glow! (Tianyinzi, 
sect. 4) 

Beyond that drugs are used to replace the five grains, 

but also anything hot and spicy. Normal nourishment, 

so the theory, causes people to decay and die, whereas 

drugs distilled from pure plants and possibly minerals 

will help them to live. Although the first reaction to 

the ingestion of drugs is a weakening of the body as it 
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is cleansed and emptied of harmful and superfluous 

matter, it soon gets used to the purer nourishment and 

proceeds speedily on its way of purification. 

Then one enters the more meditative practices, 

beginning with gymnastics and breathing. 8 Physical and 

respiratory exercises, frequently imitating the 

movements and habits of animals, relax the body and 

shake off old tensions, they provide a new flexibility 

and higher suppleness. Gymnastics are used especially 

to harmonize the different energies of the body, to 

stimulate the digestion and the blood circulation. The 

discussion in Sima's Fugi jingyi lun relies on one of 

the earliest masters, the physician Hua Tuo ~~ of the 

third century. He describes the traditional 

understanding as follows: 

The body needs a certain amount of movement. 
This movement serves to properly balance 
right and left, it helps to redistribute and 
assimilate the various breaths that are 
issued from the cereals, more than that it 
causes the blood to circulate properly and 
prevents the origination of diseases. 

The human body is like a door hinge that 
never comes to rest. This is why Taoists 
practice gymnastics. They imitate the 
movements of the bear which hangs itself 
head-down from a tree, of the owl which keeps 

8. 	On the history of gymnastics and Taoist breathing 
techniques in ancient China see Maspero 1981: 443 
and Despeux 1989. 
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turning its head in different ways. They 
stretch and bend the waist, and move all the 
joints and muscles of their bodies in order 
to evade aging. (Sanguo zhi 29.2a; Despeux 
1989: 242) 

The physical transformation cUlminates in the 

absorption of SI!. or cosmic energy, which 

increasingly becomes the main source of nourishment. 

Absorption of SI!. is practiced by visualizing the five 

energies of the five directions enter the body from 

heaven through the nose and from earth through the 

mouth. These energies are then stored in the five 

intestines and circulated throughout the body. They 

eventually will make the practitioner independent of 

outer air and the normal act of breathing. 

For example, when one wishes to absorb the 
green sprouts of the East one should 
concentrate on having the energy enter into 
the orb of the liver. One will then see the 
green SI!. and the green fluids clearly and 
distinctly in their correct position. After 
a long time one will find the SI!. at the 
pressure point dadui on the foot and can then 
circulate it along the conduits throughout 
the body. (Fugi jingyi lun, sect. 1; 
Engelhardt 1987: 91). 

The inner SI!., the pure seed of immortality within the 

body, develops once a certain amount of outer SI!. has 

been absorbed. Thereby the adepts' physical 

constitution itself is reorganized from a profane to a 

sacred level, the flesh and bones of the body are no 
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longer of individual solidity but only cosmic energy 

and nothing else. 

The Emotions 

In order to control passions and desires adepts 

begin with a concentration exercise. They focus their 

attention on the lower cinnabar field (dantian ft EE ) in 

the abdomen until they attain full control over the 

conscious mind, i.e., until they can fixate the mind on 

whatever object they wish for any length of time. 9 

Perfect tranquility of the will and the intention is 

realized, the highest of the five phases of the mind 

attained. 

5. The mind is turned entirely toward purity 
and tranquillity. Whether involved in 
affairs or at leisure, there is no agitation 
at all. From an efficiently controlled mind, 
firmness and solidity of concentration 
develop. (Cunshen lianqi ming 2a; Kohn 1987: 
121) 

9. 	This phase of concentration very often means the 
practice of visualizations. Whether one sees the 
variously colored energies in the five orbs or the 
gods in the body, the complete control of the 
conscious mind and the continuous maintaining of a 
state of concentration is the aim of the practice. 
For more details on Taoist meditation see Robinet 
1979 and Kohn 1989. 
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This stability of mind is then used for a critical 

examination of their psychological constitution. 

Adepts are led to understand that their conscious mind 

is originally made up from spirit (shen 1$ ). Spirit 

works through the human mind and governs life 

perfectly, but--due to delusion--it is wasted on 

sensual amusements and the uncontrolled exertions of 

eyes, ears, mouth, nose, body, and mind. This is the 

underlying reason for passions and desires. 

Spirit is neither black nor white, neither 
red nor yellow, neither big nor small, 
neither short nor long, neither crooked nor 
straight, neither soft nor hard, neither 
thick nor thin, neither round nor square. It 
goes on changing and transforming without 
measure, merges with yin and yang, greatly 
encompasses heaven and earth, subtly enters 
the tiniest blade of grass. 

Controlled it is straightforward, let loose 
it goes mad. Purity and tranquility make it 
live, defilements and nervousness cause it to 
perish. When shining it can illuminate the 
eight ends of the universe. When darkened it 
will go wrong even in one single direction. 
You need only keep it empty and still, then 
life and the Tao will spontaneously be 
permanent. (Neiguan jing 2b; Kohn 1989a: 
207) 

To control the senses and be liberated from their 

dictates it is first of all necessary to realize the 

impermanent nature of the personal body (shen ~ ). 

This, rather than the body of flesh and bones, is the 
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body that one identifies with on a more psychological 

level, one's personality or selfness. Adepts have to 

understand that this is nothing permanent I but forms 

part of the continuous natural transformations of 91 or 

cosmic energy. 

The personal body is unstable: There is no true 

master of body and mind, nor do we have any conscious 

control over its changes. On the other hand, people 

tend to artificially create an illusion of such a 

master. This constructed identity is "the reason why I 

have terrible vexations. If I didn't have a personal 

body, what vexations would I have?" This famous 

quotation from chapter 13 of the Daode j ing is used 

frequently in Tang dynasty materials. As Li Rong ~~ 

of the seventh century says in his commentary: 

As soon as there is a personal identity, the 
hundred worries compete to arise and the five 
desires [of the senses] hurry to make their 
claims. 

The understanding that all sensual impressions are 

fleeting and that all personal identity is an illusion 

makes absolute control over the emotions possible. 

Consciousness 

Only when the negative aspects of any sort of 

identity and one's captivity in the clutches of the 

senses have been fully realized, can attention be 
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turned to the heavenly qualities inherent in oneself. 

One's sel f , i. e., one's physical yet cosmic body and 

one's sensual yet unemotional and well-controlled mind, 

should now be seen as the storehouse of inner nature, 

as the habitation of the spirit(s), as the vehicle and 

the host of the Tao. The spirit shines forth from the 

body like the light from the lamp. 

The presence of the spirit light in the self 
can be compared with the light in a basin 
lamp. Light arises from fire, fire arises 
from burning. Burning in turn arises because 
of the oil, and the oil needs the wick and 
the basin lamp proper. Once those four 
[fire, burning, oil, and lamp] are gone, how 
could there be any light? 

The same pattern holds true in that spirit 
radiates through human action. But spirit is 
only present when it resides in the mind. 
The mind exists only within the body, and the 
body is only complete through the Tao. Thus 
we speak of the spirit light. (Neiguan jing 
5b; Kohn 1989a: 217) 

Immortals in training increasingly identify with 

the Tao that governs and inhabits the body and thereby 

loosen attachments to their limited physical and 

personal selves. They begin to develop a new and wider 

identity as part of the universe at large. The 

immortal comes to see himself truly as a being of 

spirit that is merely housed in this fragile physical 

framework which will be subject to all the 
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trans formations the spirit transcends. All ordinary 

fear of death is thereby dissolved. 

Someone who is horrified by death, for 
example, should therefore think of his body 
as the lodge of the spirit. Thus as the body 
becomes old and sick, as energy and strength 
decline day by day, it will just be like a 
house with rotting walls. Once it becomes 
uninhabitable, it is best to abandon it soon 
and look for another place to stay. The 
death of the personal body and the departure 
of the spirit are a mere change of residence. 
(Zuowanglun, sect. 5; Kohn 1987: 102) 

The resulting personality is entirely unbound by 

physical limitations, by emotional values, and 

arguments of reason. Any conscious ego identity that 

was there before is lost, yet it is hard to determine 

at what point exactly the individual ends and the Tao 

begins. 

Realization 

Continuing the training, eventually adepts reach 

the final realization which takes place in two maj or 

phases, both far beyond the point where ordinary 

personality is lost. First there is the state called 

"oblivion," a trancelike state of complete immersion in 

the Tao to the exclusion of all else. This state is 

characterized by unconsciousness and immobility: "The 

body is like rotten wood, the mind is like dead ashes. 
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There are no more impulses, there is no more search: 

one has reached perfect serenity" (Zuowanqlun, sect. 6: 

Kohn 1987: 104). 

In a second phase, adepts are refined to 

increasingly higher levels of purity. Coming out of 

enstatic immersion and the complete cessation of all 

physical, sensual, and mental functions, they go off 

and transcend all in ecstatic pervasion. This state is 

described as a gradual increase in movement, openness, 

joy, light, even ecstasy, until the successful adept of 

immortality takes up a position next to the Jade 

Emperor of the Great Tao. 

7. Going beyond all beings in one's body, 
one whirls out of normal relations and comes 
to reside next to the Jade Emperor of the 
Great Tao in the Numinous Realm. Here the 
wise and sagely gather, at the farthest shore 
and in perfect truth. 

In creative change, in numinous pervasion, 
all beings are reached. Only one who has 
attained this level of cUltivation has truly 
reached the source of the Tao. Here the 
myriad paths come to an end. This is called 
the final ultimate. (CUnshen lianqi ming 3ai 
Kohn 1987: 123) 
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Literary Motifs 

Although not all immortals undergo all these 

phases in exactly this order--a given trainee may well 

be far developed on the intellectual plane and yet 

suffer from overwhelming emotions, or vice versa--a 

well-structured concept of the immortal transformation 

may help us to make more sense of stories about 

immortals' lives. Numerous motifs and symbols are used 

to indicate the level of attainment and specific 

characteristics of any given transcendent. Most 

pertinent in this context are the various examinations 

and tests that trainees often have to pass as well as 

the form the ascension takes in the vita. 

Examinations 

Examinations tend to occur either before the 

master accepts the disciple or shortly before everyone 

is ready for take-off. In many cases, emotional 

stability as documented in the utter absence of fear is 

tested along with an unquestioning trust in the master 

and the Tao. Often it is also the sense of individual 

body identity that is put to the test. In all cases, 

personal i ty has to be transcended completely before 

successful ascension can be attempted. 

A good example in ancient literature is the case 

of the Gourd Master, Hugong TI~. He accepted Fei 
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Changfang II m as his disciple but subj ected him to 

three tests before he set about teaching him: first, 

Fei had to enter into the midst of a pack of tigers: 

then, he had to lie down in an open chamber with a ten

ton boulder over his heart, suspended by nothing more 

than a rotten piece of rope while a swarm of snakes 

began to gnaw the rope in half. Third, he had to prove 

his complete independence of physical identity and 

sensual desires by eating a pile of rotten food, foul 

with the worms of decay (DeWoskin 1983: 77). All these 

are typical ways of examining the qualities of a 

candidate. Beyond that, detachment from desires is 

specially tested through the appearance of a beautiful 

woman near the practicing immortal. Never batting an 

eyelid, successful candidates withstand all attempts at 

seduction. 

For a later example we have LU Dongbin g ifoJ~ of 

the Eight Immortals. According to Song and Yuan 

reports on his life, he is tested not only for physical 

detachment, but also for social uninvolvement. Coming 

home one time, he finds his entire family dead but does 

not show any grief in direct contrast to convention and 

family feeling. As he matter-of-factly sets about the 

funeral arrangements, they all come back to life. 

Another time, he wishes to sell some of his possessions 

and accepts a ridiculous price without resentment, 

showing his renunciation of material wealth. At 

another occasion, around New Year's he meets a beggar 
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who demands all the presents he had assembled for his 

family. He hands everything over without hesitation, 

disregarding the social problems that will arise when 

he faces his family empty-handed. All these stories 

show that the complete dissolution of personal and 

social identity is the key to the serious pursuit of 

transcendence. 10 

Ascension 

Ascension itself is the strongest symbol of the 

going-beyond of individual personality and social 

context. Whether a given immortal observes his or her 

own funeral, whether a high Taoist master exhibits his 

"transformation" to his disciples or whether the person 

just vanishes--in all cases the break with normality is 

complete, the transcendence of all individuality and 

social integration is demonstrated. 

Among the most famous ascensions is, of course, 

the Yellow Emperor's. According to chapter 28 of the 

Shij i ~~c (Historical Records), he was received into 

the heavenly host by a divine dragon. He mounted it 

with seventy of his followers, and with people still 

trying to cling to the dragon's beard and claws, was 

taken off into the empyrean. Another famous case is 

10. 	On the stories concerning LU Dongbin see Ling 1918, 
Yang 1958, Yetts 1916 and 1922. 
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Liu An's ~q~ of the Han, who received the elixir from 

the so-called Eight Worthies. Upon taking an 

immortality elixir they rode a cloud into heaven in 

broad daylight, followed by the dogs and chickens who 

lapped up the dregs of the elixir left behind. 

When Liu An and the Eight Worthies at last 
took their departure from this earth, the 
vessel containing the dregs of the elixir was 
left lying in the courtyard. The contents 
were finished up by the dogs and poultry of 
the establishment, with the result that they 
too sailed up to heaven. Thus cocks were 
heard crowing in the sky, and the barking of 
dogs resounded amidst the clouds. (Shenxian 
zhuan; Giles 1948: 45). 

A more recent case, more concomitant with the Tang 

materials on immortal practice cited above, is reported 

from the late eighth century. Lad Qu V:;: , commonly 

called Qu Baiting V:fB~, ascended to heaven in broad 

daylight in a public occurrence in the fifth month of 

the year 773. He was at that time 18 years of age and 

apprenticed to the fifteenth patriarch of the Shangqing 

school of Taoism. The event took place in the 

courtyard of Peach Blossom Monastery (Taohua guan 

tJHtD) in full view of monastic and lay onlookers: 

while holding on to a chestnut tree, Qu's physical form 

dissolved completely and he vanished into thin air (see 

Sunayama 1987). 

Many famous Taoist masters show their translation, 

a form of "deliverance form the corpse," in a ritual 
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way. sima Chengzhen himself is said to have announced 

that he would shortly take up a position in the 

heavenly administration. On the date specified a pink 

cloud surrounded him and he was promoted to full 

immortal to the sound of heavenly music. His disciples 

duly proceeded to bury his robe and cap.11 Whichever 

form examination and ascension take, they express the 

complete dissolution of mundane ties and forms of 

identity. In all cases, ordinary life is sacrificed 

for the attainment of perfection. The coming realm of 

immortality is greater and higher than the mundane 

world left behind. Throughout there is a strong sense 

of purpose and duty to the Tao, a going-along with the 

needs of the universe, of which even the immortal is 

but a part. 

11. 	These events are reported in the Xuxian zhuan (DZ 
295, fasc. 138; see Engelhardt 1987: 52. 
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Practice Makes Perfect: Paths to Transcendence for 

Women in Medieval China 

Suzanne Cahill, University of California at San Diego 

Sometime around AD 900, the Supreme Clear Realm 

Master Tu Kuang-t'ing finished compiling his "Records 

of the Assembled Transcendents of the Fortified Walled 

City," a collection of biographies of Taoist women 

saints of the Han through the T'ang dynasties. The 

Fortified Walled City of the title 1S the celestial 

hometown of departed female immortals, the mountain 

palace of a Taoist high goddess known as Queen Mother 

of the West. Tu's accounts provide us with a rare 

chance to discover what Taoists believed about paths to 

transcendence for women 1n medieval China. This paper 

begins with the outline of a typical saint's biography, 

then discusses the specific means by which Tu's 

subjects achieved perfection. His accounts provide 

enough information for us to create a broad outline of 

medieval Taoist practices for women, to place these 

practices 1n a hierarchy, to speculate about gender 

differences 1n the paths to sainthood, and to consider 

what sort of examples these women might have been for 

• 1Tu Kuang-t'ing and his contemporar1es. 
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The twenty-eight biographies compiled by Tu are 

modeled on earlier biographies found in the dynastic 

histories, lives of exemplary women of the Confucian 

tradition, and accounts of Buddhist monks and nuns. 

These models would give Tu's accounts familiarity, 

credibility, and authority to the medieval Chinese 

reader. 

The outline of a typical biography in the 

"Assembled Transcendents of the Fortified Walled City" 

includes the following elements, in order of 

appearance: name, lineage. offices of male ancestors, 

social class, places of origin and activity, historical 

period, childhood practice and indications of divine 

selection, marital status, adult practices and signs of 

grace, disciples, transmissions, transformation, and 

posthumous position in the celestial bureaucracy. 

Tu Kuang-t'ing defines the path to transcendence 

for his subjects 1n terms of practice. Practice, which 

occurs 1n the childhood as well as the adult life of 

many of the women, is preceded and accompanied by 

attitudes of faith and reverence. Such internal states 

are assumed but not described in detail; practice as Tu 

treats it in this text means external, observable 

activity. The activity itself can be divided into two 

main categories: good works and Taoist religious 

observances. Good works occur before and lead to 
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Taoist practice, which represents a more advanced stage 

In a person's religious development as well as a more 

effective means to transcendence. 

Let us begin with good works. Often specified as 

"hidden good works,,,2 done without public recognition 

or reward, they include the three broad areas of 

charity, restoration of holy sites, and defense of the 

faith. Numerous examples of charity appear in Tu's 

accounts: the saints feed starving aniMals and people 

during disasters such as famines, droughts, and 

blizzards; they care for the sick, destitute or 

3homeless, and bury abandoned corpses. 

While acts of charity are performed by most saints 

at all stages of their lives, restoration of sacred 

sites is the special adult avocation of a few. 

Repairing and protecting holy places appear in two 

biographies, where they constitute the subject's mature 

practice and principle contribution to the faith. 

Aided by her dreams, Hua Ku located long disused 

shrines near Mount Heng which were sacred to the Taoist 

high goddess known as Lady Wei Hua-tsun. Her work was 

recognized and supported by the T'ang royal family. 

K'ou Hsien-ku tended another altar to Lady Wei near the 

same mountain. 4 

Another category of good works which Tu emphasizes 
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is defense of the faith: specifically, defense of 

Taoism against Buddhism. He gives two accounts of 

saints who, armed only with the magical powers Taoist 

practice and virtue provide, singlehandedly fought off 

bands of lascivious and destructive Buddhist monks. 

Hsu Hsien-ku, a hermit hundreds of years old who looked 

twenty-five, was skilled at casting spells. She had 

the habit of sleeping in isolated spots in the 

mountains. 

Once she was suddenly beset by several ranks 

of Buddhist monks, using insulting expressions and 

insinuating words. The maiden abruptly and 

unceremoniously cursed them. The flock of monks, 

roused to anger, was about to knife her. The tone 

of their words became increasingly urgent. 

The maiden laughed and said: "I am a woman 

who can reject the household life. Amidst clouds 

and rivers' I do not shun serpents and dragons or 

tigers and wolves. Why should I be afraid of you 

rats?" Then she undressed and lay down, quickly 

extinguishing her candle. The flock of monks was 

happy, thinking they would have their way with 

her. 

But the maiden had devised a plan to come 

safely out of the mountains the next day. For 

the whole night, the various monks became stiff, 
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standinp, like corpses or sitting as if they were 

restrained by being tied up. Their mouths were 

stopped so they could not speak. After the maiden 

had departed several 11, the monks returned to 

their former selves. S 

Another saint, the same K'ou Hsien-ku mentioned 

above as a restorer of holy places, was once practicing 

austerities at the shrine of Lady Wei when she was 

attacked by a gang of Buddhist monks. The monks 

entered her chamber but could not see her right 1n 

front of their faces; despite their strongest efforts 

they were unable to damage the shrine. The next day 

. 6
all who had participated were eaten by t1gers. 

These stories glorify Taoist victories in the 

ongoing rivalry between the two faiths and depict the 

opposition as venial thugs. The saints become woman 

warr10rs in the fight against Buddhism, crusaders for 

the native religion. 

The general category of good works, which 1n Tu 

Kuang-t'ing's biographies includes quite varied 

practices, covers activities belonging to a preliminary 

stage of a saint's development. Good works are 

necessary, but they are not the ultimate practice. 

They create the virtue necessary for a woman to go on 

to the next level of development, which involves Taoist 
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religious practice. More specifically, the practice 

belongs to the Mao shan or Supreme Clear Realm school 

of Taoism, the tradition to which Tu himself belonged. 

Following good works in the lives of the saints, 

Tu notes their Taoist religious practice. These 

observances, which represent a more advanced stage of 

religious development and progress towards the final 

goal of transcendence, fall into specific categories. 

Tu's accounts illustrate both the order and efficacy of 

the practices. They include sexual abstinence and 

fasting -- preliminaries for study and meditation. 

Study and meditation in turn lead to desired fruits: 

magical travel, visits from deities, the ability to 

teach and transmit texts and liturgies, the power to 

perform miracles, gifts of the elixir of immortality, 

and the ultimate reward of eternal life and divine 

office. 

Almost all the women whose lives are recorded by 

Tu Kuang-t'ing abstained from sexual intercourse, 

declined marriage, and remained childless. The 

biographies cover their strategies to escape marriage: 

one committed suicide rather than marry. If they did 

take husbands, the saints devised means, such as 

constant illness, to avoid intercourse and 

childbearing. Avoiding marriage and childbirth was a 

highly unusual choice for women in traditional Chinese 
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society, which defined women 1n terms of their roles 1n 

the family. But this behavior accords with women's 

religious practice in other societies and was also an 

option for Buddhist nuns 1n China. 7 

Almost every woman whose biography occurs 1n 

the "Records of the Assembled Transcendents of the 

Fortified Walled City" fasted. The most common phrase 

Tu uses to describe their abstinence is "cutting .off 

the five grains." At least one fasted nearly to the 

point of death, and others refused food or dined only 

on vapours. The role of fasting in female religious 

practice 1n the west as well as in modern eating 

disorders has received scholarly and medical attention 

lately. Fasting among female Taoists miBht signify 

denial of female nature and a search for control, as 

has been posited in the western cases, but the practice 

of cutting off the five grains was shared with Taoist 

men. It also expresses a desire for total 

transformation of everyday life. The same practice may 

8have a different significance in different contexts. 

Follwing sexual abstinence and fasting, Tu 

describes the practices of meditation and visualization 

which are common to almost all of the saints close 1n 

time to his own era. Tu emphasizes these practices 1n 

his introduction, asserting that they lead to the 
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shrines and pilgrimmage centers. The adept could be in 

several places at once, or traverse huge distances in 

the wink of an eye. She could also travel through the 

skies to numinous constellations and even to the 

heavens of the great gods. She had conquered both 

earthly and cosmic space. 

Good works and preliminary practices prepared the 

saint for the compassi~nate work of transmission of 

Taoist texts and liturgy. During a great famine, the 

young nun Wang Fa-chin lS summoned by Blue Lads to the 

Jade Capital where she meets the Grand Thearch. 

Pleading with him to save the starving people, she 

learns the famine has been sent as punishment for their 

lack of diligence in agriculture and weaving. Wang is 

designated to teach them a new liturgy of repentence, 

remission of sins, and thanksgiving called "Method of 

the Pure Fast of the Numinous Treasure for Reporting to 

and Thanking Heaven and Earth." She is also to oversee 

its correct performance by the masses and the 

officials. 11 In their compassionate regard for common 

people and for all living creatures, the saints Tu 

depicts rival the great bodhisattvas of Mahayana 

Buddhism. 

• IThe salnt s personal reward for her diligent 

practice and compassionate service often comes ln the 
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highest accomplishments. Unfortunately, his 

descriptions are a little vague. One would have to 

look to other texts in the canon for instructions on 

how to practice or for descriptions of the mental state 

of the adept. Here 1S one example from Tu's 

collection: Mrs. Wang, a chronic invalid, 1S cured and 

converted by the Taoist priest and poet Wu Yun: 

Moved by the power of the Way to save and 

protect, Ms. Wang visited the Heavenly Master and 

received registers. She made her practice 

essential and burned Brahmin incense. She 

contemplated 1n stillness, dwelling alone in a 

quiet room. Her goal and hope was to fly to the 

chronograms (stars). Accordingly she cut off the five 

grains and swallowed vapours, so that her spirits 

became harmonious and her body light. Sometimes 

there was a rare fragrance; strange clouds drew 

near and illuminated her. It seemed that the 

realized ones descended to her residence and that 

she secretly communicated with numina (spirits).9 

Another "made her heart dark and stilled her 

, , '1" d" 'h ,,,10sp1r1ts, ••. v1sua 1zlng e1t1es W1t out ceas1ng. 

Meditation and visualization led to terrestrial 

travel to holy places, including the five marchmounts 

of traditional China and the Grotto Heavens revered by 

Supreme Clear Realm Taoists, as well as other Taoist 
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form of a gift of the elixir of immortality. When she 

eats the elixir, she apparently dies but actually achieves 

transformation to transcendence. She becomes immortal, 

adding the conquest of time to her victory over space. 

The sequence of practices recounted above 

represents stages 1n the life of an ideal female 

transcendent. The outline also assumes a hierarchy of 

practices or paths. Both sta~es and hierarchy are 

reflected in the order in which Tu Kuang-t'ing presents 

the practices in his biographies and on the results he 

relates. The most desired result, according to Tu's 

introduction to his "Records of the Assembled 

Transcendents of the Fortified Walled City," is 

immortality and a position 1n the celestial bureaucracy 

following departure from this world. The supreme form 

of departure, itself clearest evidence of eternal life 

and high heavenly office, is ascent to heaven in broad 

daylight; next come the various forms of liberation by 

12the corpse. 

To establish the hierarchy of practice which Tu 

and his school assume, I examined accounts in the 

"Record of the Assembled Transcendents of the Fortified 

Walled City" of women who had achieved celestial office 

and departed by means of the two most desirable forms 

of transformation. Then I examined their practice, on 

the assumption that it was the most effective. The 
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T'ang biographies, which make up about half of the 

total number and provide the most detailed information 

concerning the saints' departure from this life, 

contain two ascents to heaven and five or perhaps SIX 

cases of liberation by means of the corpse. 

Here is an example of transcendence through 

liberation by means of the corpse, the case of Hua Ku: 

In 721, when the maiden was about to 

ascend to transformation, she said to her 

disciples: "My transcendent journey becomes 

urgent. I cannot stay here any longer. After my 

body is transformed, do not nail my coffin shut, 

but just cover it with crImson netted gauze. 

The next day she carne to an end without even 

being sick. Her flesh and muscle were fragrant 

and pure, her form and breath warm and genial. A 

strange fragrance filled the courtyard and halls. 

Her disciples followed her orders and did not nail 

her coffin shut, simply covering it with crimson 

netted gauze. 

Suddenly they all heard lightning and 

thunder strike. There was a hole about as big as 

a hen's egg in the gauze, and in the coffin were 

only her shroud and some wooden slips. In the 

ceiling of the room was a hole big enough for a 
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person to pass through. At the base of the coffin 

they made an offering of a gourd which after 

several days sprouted creepers and set two fruits 

like peaches. Each time the anniversary of her 

death came around, wind and clouds swelled up and 

13suddenly entered the room. 

One outstanding case of ascent to heaven 1n broad 

daylight, the highest form of transformation, 1S that 

of Pien Tung-hsuan, a great faster and ingester of 

immortality drugs. She receives a visit from an 

immortal in disguise who gives her the ultimate elixir 

as well as a prediction of her ascent. After the 

forecast, masses of officials and local people, so 

numerous that they block the roads, gather to see the 

miracle. She moves to a chamber high over the gate of 

the convent and speaks to the people, telling them to 

return on a certain day to witness her ascent. 

The masses then brought about a great fast 

meeting (special religious holiday). On the 

fifteenth day of the seventh month from the hours 

of seven to nine AM, heavenly music filled the 

void. Dense and impenetrable purple clouds wound 

around the storied building of the belvedere. 

The masses of people saw Tung-hsuan ascend, with 

heavenly music preceding and following her, 

standards and pennants of the heavenly host spread 
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out and arrayed. She departed straight to the 

south. By noon, the clouds had just scattered. 14 

Before she goes to take up her position in the 

celestial bureaucracy, Hua Ku stops in the T'ang court, 

where her appearance is responsible for converting the 

imperial princess who later hecomes the famous abbess 

Jade Verity. 

The hierarchy of practice Tu outlines begins with 

faith and reverence usually shown during childhood ~n 

devotion to images or other simple manifestations, 

continues through good works, and reaches its high 

point in fasting and meditation typical of Supreme 

Clear Realm Taoism, the school of which Tu Kuang-t'ing 

was the greatest master of his era. Faith and good 

works are necessary preconditions but not enough on 

their own for salvation. Successful practice, and 

successful practice of one specific school, ~s also 

required. 

In addition, let us ask what difference it makes 

for their paths to transcendence that Tu's subjects are 

women. For the sake of argument, let us assume there 

are just two answers to this question: it makes all 

the difference ~n the world, or it makes no difference 

at all. 

Tu Kuang-t'ing g~ves both answers. He implies 
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that gender distinctions are important by the simple 

act of writing a separate book about the women saints. 

He also provides them with distinctive titles: "The 

ultimate position for men who attain the Way is 

Realized Lord, and the ultimate position for women who 

attain the Way is Primal Ruler." 1S He seems to imply 

that women's practices are separate when he tells us 

one of his subjects acquired immortality through 

II fema Ie transcendence." 16 

Different clearly does not mean of lesser value. 

Tu's introduction to the "Records of the Assembled 

Transcendents of the Fortified Walled City" asserts 

that men's and women's paths are equal but separate: 

"The positions of male realized ones and female 

transcendents are regulated ...• the primal father and 

the mysterious mother go along as equals, completing 

,,17eac h ot h er .•.• Tu Kuang-t'ing seems to make no 

distinction between male and female adepts when he 

states in one biography that a person is raised to 

celestial office "according to virtue and talent, 

unrestricted by distinctions between male and 

female.,,18 In other words, it makes no difference ln 

the end whether the practitioner is male or female. 

The idea seems to be that the paths are separate, 

but the goals of practice are identical, and the Tao is 

one. Tu states in his introduction to the biographies: 
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"Although the Way is one, its practice reveals 

distinctions. Therefore they say that the ways of the 

transcendents number in the hundreds. We are not 

limited by a single route; there is not just a single 

method to grasp.1I19 

We can also look at the issue of gender 

distinctions in terms of modern questions. 

Contemporary western students of female sanctity have 

posed two alternatives for women saints 1n relation to 

their gender: they can reject and triumph over their 

female nature or they can embrace it and fulfill it 

perfectly. The Taoists Tu writes about seem to have 

chosen the alternative of rejecting and transcending 

their female nature. 

Having chosen that alternative, certain social 

problems ar1se for the saint. What is she to do about 

marr1age in a society in which the individual woman 18 

identified in terms of her family? What 1S she to do 

about her duty to her natal family, her husband's 

family, and the state which requires that she marry and 

bear children? 

Most of these women did not marry. One killed 

herself to avoid marriage. Of those who marriad, one 

refused to have sexual intercourse with her husband, 

and others were widowed before they began serious 

religious practice. These women were clearly outside 
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the normal world and work of the Chinese woman: the 

family and domestic economy. 

But this does not mean that they did not take 

seriously the need for a family identity or the values 

of filial piety and loyalty to the state. Even if they 

had not, Tu certainly did. The female practitioners 

become members of a Taoist artificial family; Tu even 

calls his book the record of one household or family.20 

He implies that they obey a higher form of filial piety 

by saving their parents' and all parents' lives and 

souls and that they follow a higher form of loyalty to 

the state, acting as human omens who glorify the 

emperor simply by their auspicious presence. 

What sort of models were these women? Obviously 

Tu is not preaching that all women should avoid 

marriage and retreat from society. But ~n some sense 

they do provide idealized examples of practice for 

women to emulate, inside or outside the home. We might 

look at their example in terms of stages of a woman's 

life. A woman might concentrate on pious d~votioh and 

good works during her youth and childraising years, 
. 

then move to more extreme forms of fasting, continual 

meditation, and finally ingesting elixirs in old age, 

when her children were grown and married, and might be 

grateful for her noninterference. 
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The function of the female saints whose stories Tu 

recounts goes beyond that of models. These women are 

also creators of community, centers of cults, and 

themselves intermediaries in human relations with the 

divinities. Unlike western saints who carry the 

prayers of the faithful to heaven, these intermediaries 

transmit texts and liturgy as well as blessings and 

forgiveness from the gods to mortals. It \\las important 

to Tu to bring them into the orthodox fold, and grant 

them honor while keeping their cult securely ~n place 

below that of the high gods. He intended to glorify 

and validate the path of Supreme Clear Realm Taoism, 

the school of which he was a master, through their 

lives. Finally, they served as living auspicious omens 

who brought glory to the reigning imperial house at a 

time when the government was sorely ~n need of good 

fortune and heavenly approval. It is no accident that 

Tu's concluding entry, that concerning Hsueh Hsuan

t'ung, finishes by making just this point: "Her story 

transmits a thousand old beautiful praises up to this 

single time. Although she belongs among the blessings 

and auspicious omens of this particular commandery, her 

story is also a bountiful event for the whole nation 

and the dynasty •••• Such signs •••• add radiance to our 

commandery and county in addition to illuminating our 
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Notes 

1. The "Records of the Assembled Transcendents of the 

Fortified Walled City" by Tu Kuang-t'ing is found in 

the present !~£ !~~~~, Q~~~~ t'un edition (Taipei, 

1976), volume 38, 30324-30330. Hereafter it will be 

cited as !~~£~~~, followed by the page number. 

This paper, which was presented at the Association 

for Asian Studies meeting in March of 1989, is a brief 

excerpt from a work in urogress. That work translates 

a set of biographies of female Taoist saints collected 

by Tu Kuang-t'ing, presenting more fully the arguments 

and ideas I begin to develop here. There the reader 

can see examples of the type of biography Tu writes, 

and the issues he raises. I would like to thank Livia 

Kohn for organizing the panel on "Immortal Lifestyles" 

which brought together scholars working on related 

subjects, Judith Berling for her insightful comments, 

and Audrey Spiro and Daniel Overmyer for thoughtful 

readings of the article. 

2. "Hidden good works" or literally "hidden virtue" 

(yi~ !~) appears frequently in the text, for example in 

the biography of Li Hsi-tzu, !~~£~~~, 30333. 

3. See especially the early saints, Records, 30332

30333. 

4. Hua Ku's biography 1S 1n Record, 30336-30337, K'ou 

:."1 
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Hsien-ku's 1n ~~~£~i~, 30337-30338. 

5. Record, 30337. 

6. Records, 30338. 

7. See the biographies 1n ~~~£~i~, 30342, 30335-6, and 

30346-7. 

8. Fasting as almost universal 1n the T'ang bigraphies 

tend to have more detail 

about practice. For studies of fasting, religious 

commitment, and medical disorders among medieval 

western women, see Rudolf M. Bell, g£ly ~~£~~~i~, 

University of Chicago, 1987, and Carolyn Walker Bynum, 

(R 

g£ly ____.s__t ~~i g£ly I~~!, University of California, 

1987. 

9 . ~~~£~i~, 30335-30336. 

10 . 30346-30347. 

1 1 • Records, 30334-30335. 

12. cords, 30323-30324. 

13. Records, 30337. 

14. 30342. 

1 5 . 30324.~~~£~i~, 

16. Record , 30333. 

1 7 . Record , 30324. 

18. 30333.~~~£~i~, 

19. Records, 30324. 20. ~~~£~i~, 30324. 

2 1 . 30347.~~~£~i~, 
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HOW LIGHT AND AIRY: 


UPWARD MOBILITY IN THE REALM OF IMMORT ALSI 


Audrey Spiro 

Three brick tombs unearthed in recent years in present

day Danyang county in Jiangsu province are believed to have 
housed members of the Xiao family, innumerable members of 
which ruled as the Southern Qi dynasty from A.D. 479-502.2 
Details of some of the murals from these tombs are a pictorial 

confirmation of the transformation of social ideals and religious 
beliefs that began with the fall of the Han dynasty. By the end 

of the fifth century, that transformation had sufficiently 
matured to leave its mark on conventional imagery, products of 
artisan workshops. 

The three imperial tombs were probably all built within a 
space of nine years, between A.D. 493 and 502, and, although 

badly damaged, the remains suggest that their pictorial 
programs must have been very similar, if not identical. 

Amidst swirling cloud-dust and showers of blossoms, 
feathered, two-legged creatures with human--or almost 

human--faces prance before racing tigers and dragons on the 
long walls of the tomb chambers. They wave flywhisks or 

sheaves of grasses, or extend to their animal companions small 
flaming ladles (figs. 1-2)3. 
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Similar composItIOns of feathered, two-legged beings are 
found so frequently in the art of earlier centuries (from the 
Han dynasty on) that their appearance in these imperial tombs 
of the late fifth century has evoked little comment--they are 
merely more transcendents (xian) leading more auspicious or 
directional animals. They are pictorial conventions reflecting 
long- and commonly-held beliefs about the nature of 
immortality or the afterworld.4 

Close examination of these Qi transcendents, however, 
suggests that they are notably different from their many 
predecessors--found in all regions of China, painted, carved, or 
cast--on lacquer furnishings, bronze mirrors, ceramic jars, tomb 
walls, etc. (figs. 3-4). Although these predecessors of the Qi 
images vary in appearance, they may all be characterized as 
somewhat brutish--humanoid, perhaps, in their two-legged 
prancing, but rather goat-like in their facial characteristics and 
rearing stance. Sometimes slender, they are as often stocky or 
dumpy, Disney-land characters improbably defying gravity as 
they gambol in the void. The pictorial variations are 
undoubtedly a function of regional differences, to some extent 
of formal developments over time, and perhaps also of 
changing beliefs about them. But they seem also to be a 
function of some uncertainty over the precise characteristics of 
transcendents: They dwell in mountains and rivers, but they 
also ride the clouds. Zhuangzi says their skin is like ice or 
snow; many centuries later, Baopuzi tells us they have black 
down on their bodies.5 They have wings, but then they do not 
have wings. They do not have wings, but they are depicted 
with wings.6 Sometimes they are men, but sometimes they are 
spirits) They jump over hills; but on the other hand, they fly 
through the air. Precise description, in fact, is noticeably rare. 
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The Southern Qi transcendents, in contrast to their Han
Wei predecessors, have more human features; their 
slenderness is elegant. They dance in the clouds and lure their 
tigers and dragons with commanding, aristocratic gestures, 
while above them soar creatures human in form but identified 
by inscription as celestials (tianren or jeitian, figs. 5-6). 
Decorously draped in voluminous, flowing garments, lacking 
wings or even feathers, they are yet so light, they float. Erect, 
their backs arching slightly and their knees bending at an acute 
angle, they hover with dignity. As their skirts and ribbons 
twist and fly in the wind, they lose none of their unruffled 
composure. Flying creatures are not an innovation; they 
appear in earlier funerary art. Horizontal and stiff, arms and 
legs outstretched, such Han-dynasty images are like images of 
other Han transcendents, rotated ninety degrees. And they 
sport wings. Even later images, such as the insouciant 
predecessor on the ceiling of a late fourth-early fifth century 
tomb in Gansu Province, require wings to stay afloat. 8 The 
wingless floating creatures of the Qi tombs are unknown in 
earlier centuries, except in Buddhist art. 

It may be suggested, therefore, that the Danyang 
celestials owe their transformation to the introduction of the 
Buddhist faith and its imagery. Yet, they little resemble such 
early depictions of apsaras as, for example, those painted on 
the walls of caves 272 (fig. 7) or 257 at Dunhuang-- the former 
believed to have been made prior to, and the latter following, 
the accession of the territory by the Northern Wei in A.D. 439.9 

Nor do the round-faced, plump apsaras in the later fifth
century caves at Yungang seem likely predecessors, whether 
half-nude or fully clothed (fig. 8), 

I would argue, rather, that the new-style immortals-
celestials and transcendents accompanied by the traditional 
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tigers and dragons--are visual reflections of emerging, 
systematized beliefs associated with the Mao Shan sect of the 
Daoist religion. This is not to suggest that they are esoteric 
images, specifically designed to convey hidden meanings to the 
elect. On the contrary, they are conventional funerary imagery, 
but old forms subtly altered to please new tastes. 

We might note, for one thing, that present-day Danyang 
is very near Zhurong, from the beginning associated with those 
wondrous revelations of the fourth century that were to win so 
many aristocratic adherents in the ensuing decades. Based on 
earlier beliefs and practices, the Mao Shan texts--the sacred 
and tangible record of the revelations--circulated throughout 
the fifth century and were ultimately collated and edited by 
Tao Hongjing, probably in the last decade of that century. 
Presumably, Tao's retirement from court for that purpose, as 
well as for his experiments with formulae for winning 
immortality, was a dispensation granted by the emperor) 0 

The dates of the Qi tombs thus correspond with known imperial 
interest in the texts. I I These transformations of old beliefs-
revealed by heavenly visitants to their earthly disciples--speak 
of new celestial forms, gracious and radiant creatures who 
dwell in heavenly palaces, not in tree hollows or mountain 
caves. They float in the Void, wander hand in hand with their 
bels amis, unite in the Gauzy Canopy, sow aromatic mists, 
descend to the Purple Court, follow the wind and sing with jade 
flutes .... 

They are aristocrats, who disclose themselves to believers 
with a literary expressiveness and imagery absent from Han
dynasty accounts of Master Red Pine (Chisongzi)12 or from Ge 
Hong's promises of the delights that follow the taking of a 
single spoonful of cold cinnabar (handan), after which immortal 
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boys and jade ladies, not otherwise described, will come to 
serve you, the serving not otherwise described.l 3 

The imagery of these Shangqing texts is the imagery of 
third-century poets like the Cao family, Xi Kang, Ruan Ji14 __ 
men celebrated and admired in the fourth and fifth centuries 
by the courtiers of the Southern dynasties--admired, that is, 
for what they were (or were believed to have been) quite as 
much as for their literary accomplishments. These Jin and 
Song courtiers praised, for example, Xi Kang and Ruan Ji as they 
praised each other--for their freedom from social constraint, 
their detachment from worldly affairs, their remarkable self
possession, their talents, and their cultivated refinement. All of 
which, in short, were social ideals of the period. And it is no 
mere chance that portraits of Xi Kang and Ruan Ji--along with 
their colleagues of the Bamboo Grove plus the legendary 
recluse Rong Qiqi (who confounded Confucius)--appear in these 
imperial tombs of Qi next to the compositions discussed here 
(figs. 9-10).1 5 

These early murals of the Seven Worthies of the Bamboo 
Grove are the earliest extant examples in Chinese art of 
Cultivated Gentlemen (wenren),16 They do not, of course, 
resemble the immortals--that would be inappropriate. But we 
may note certain similarities in their slenderness, in the 
floating and tumbled draperies framing motionless bodies, in 
the isolation of each figure set off by trees; and we may 
observe how cleverly these elements convey a sense of 
weightlessness, of dignified composure, and of remoteness--as 
if the gentlemen have withdrawn to another plane of existence. 
Unfettered by and scornful of convention, yet always refined 
and cultivated, thoroughly self-possessed whatever the 
circumstances, drunk or sober, they were the social exemplars 
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for the aristocrats of the fourth and fifth centuries at the 
southern court. 

It was these social ideals--aristocratic ideals-- that 
contributed to the shaping of the new Daoist faith and its 
imagery.17 As the imagery took shape for the aristocratic 
exemplars of the terrestrial world, so the celestial world 
followed suit. In turn, the new, resplendent visions of the 
celestial world would reinforce earthly ideals. In the third 
century, Cao Zhi had praised his nephew by remarking, "His 
Majesty's body floats and is airy." In the fourth century, Wang 
Shao "unmistakably had the plumes of a phoenix." Xie Shang 
was free, "naturally on a transcendently higher plane of 
existence (lingshang)." Some characterized Wang Xizhi--not his 
calligraphy, but the man--as "now drifting like a floating cloud; 
now rearing up like a startled dragon." (It is perhaps of some 
significance that Wang and his family were associated with the 
recluse Xu Mai, whose kinsmen were the elected beneficiaries 
of the Mao -Shan revelations.) "How light and airy his graceful 
soaring," the renowned Buddhist Zhi Dun once said of the 
courtier Wang Meng. 18 

The Mao Shan celestials, as revealed in the texts, are thus 
modelled on men like Wang Meng, the embodiment of the 
social ideals of this courtly world. As such, their appeal to 
adherents, or to potential adherents, must have been greatly 
enhanced. The fifth-century recluses who had wandered off in 
pursuit of long life and who were repeatedly summoned--with 
small success--by members of the imperial family were no 
untutored wonderworkers (fangshi). The ruler's gifts to Gu 
Huan, for example, a deer-tail whisk and a zither (qin), were 
appropriate bestowals to a learned man.19 Tao Hongjing, the 
Ninth Patriarch of the Mao Shan sect, was a scholar and poet. 
He loved to play the qin and excelled in two styles of 
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calligraphy. His first appointment to office came directly from 
the Qi emperor.20 The great scholar and poet Shen Yue 
dedicated poems to the famous recluse of Mao Shan, and in his 
inscriptions composed for temple stelae he refers to the Mao 
Shan hierarchy of transcendents, among whom The Perfected, 
undreamed of by Baopuzi, are as refined as Tao Hongjing and 
Shen Yue. 21 Indeed, the exquisite sensibilities of these famous 
terrestrials were by their day matched by their celestial 
counterparts, the Perfected. For they too "rein in the clouds 
and sunrise mists" and recline on stars, as Shen Yue described 
the Ninth Patriarch.22 The new pictorial versions of these 
immortals conform to the new beliefs. It is difficult to imagine 
either of these two learned men yearning to be like the 
transcendents of Han, or even later (fig. 11). But not so 
difficult to imagine their identifying with the immortals of 
Southern Qi (fig. 12). 

Light and airy, soaring above the xian in these funerary 
murals, the celestials demonstrate the increased social 
complexity of the other world. Composed and unruffled, their 
substance so refined they require no wings, they exemplify the 
new decorum--and the new heights to which mortals could 
aspire. 

As for the xian,--mere immortals, on a lower plane than 
the celestials--they are no longer brutes, but transcendent 
gentlemen of the Grand Clarity (Taiqing). Stock funerary 
images, products of workshops, they have been reworked-
graceful as a floating cloud--in the ideal shape of aristocrats 
(figs. 13-14). In conformance with new social values, new 
religious convictions, and a new aesthetic, they no longer 
prance or somersault, but glide and twist becomingly. 

They are now pleasing to rulers, inspiring to cultivated 
gentlemen--beings with whom one can identify. These are no 
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longer others, but what I might become. The difference 
between the pictorial depictions of transcendents in the Han 
dynasty and those of Southern Qi, therefore, is as much the 
result of changing social values, both terrestrial and celestial, as 
it is of formal evolution. 

1 Presented at the annual meeting of the Association for Asian Studies, 
Washington. D. C.. March 18, 1989, as work in progress. © Copyright 
1989. 

2 Nanjing bowuyuan,"Jiangsu Danyang Huqiao Nanchao damu ji 
zhuanke bihua"; idem, "Jiangsu Danyangxian Huqiao, Jianshan Iiangzuo 
Nanchao mu zang"; Barry Till and Paula Swart, "Two Tombs of the 
Southern Dynasties at Huqiao and Jianshan in Danyang County, Jiangsu 
Province. " 

Only one of the three tombs is known with near-certainty to be the 
Xiu'anling, the tomb of Xiao Daosheng (d. A.D. 478 and elevated 
posthumously as Emperor Jing). The other tomb at Jianshan, Jinjiacun 
is tentatively assigned to either Xiao Changmao (known also as Wenhui), 
crown prince and heir apparent to the second Qi emperor, Wu (r. A.D. 
482-493), or to Xiao Baojuan, the penultimate Qi ruler, who ruled briefly 
from A.D. 499-501. The tomb at Huqiao, Wujiacun is believed to be that of 
the last emperor, Xiao Baorong, who ruled even more briefly until A.D. 
502. 
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3 The murals, reliefs composed of multiple baked-clay bricks, measure 
app. 2.40 x 0.94 meters. 

4 For histories of the subject. see Max Kaltenmark's introduction to his 
translation, Le Lie-sien Tchouan; Joseph Needham et al., Science and 
Civilization ,vol. 5.2, pp. 95-97. 

5 Burton Watson, trans.. The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 33; 
Baopuzi neipian. juan. 11. pp. 207-8. 

6 E.g. Alfred Forke, trans.• Lun Heng by Wang Chong. vol. 1. pp. 293. 330. 

7 E.g .• Forke, Lun Heng. vol. 1. p. 335 or the ambiguities of Liexian zhuan 
(Kaltenmark, Le Lie-sien Tchouan). 

8 See Gansusheng bowuguan, "Jiuquan, Jiayuguan Jin mu de fajue." 
Wenwu 1979.6, plate 3, fig. 1. 

9 Clear evidence that the decor of Cave 257 was designed to appeal to 
Chinese viewers are the objects carried by two apsaras painted on the 
west wall: The messengers of a foreign faith claim legitimacy by their 
association with the sacred vessels. See Dunhuang wenwu yanjiu suo 
bian, Zhongguo shiku, Volume 2: Dunhuang mogao ku, plate 44. There 
are N. Wei flying creatures in the Dunhuang caves that more closely 
resemble the Danyang images; however. they appear to postdate the 
southern reliefs. See. e.g., ibid., plates 64 (cave 437) and 83 (cave 248), 
and my note 17. 

10 Michel Strickmann, "On the Alchemy of T'ao Hung-ching; If for the 
dating, p. 141. For the Mao Shan sect, see also, idem, "The Mao-shan 
Revelations; Taoism and the Aristocracy;" Isabelle Robinet, La 
Revelation du Shangqing dans thistoire du Taoi'sme. 

11 Pieces of jade, amber, agate, and rock crystal were found in one of 
the tombs. Some are beads or other ornaments; others may have been 
intended for the compounding of elixirs. See Nanjing 
bowuyuan,"Jiangsu Danyang Huqiao Nanchao damu ji zhuanke bihua," 
p.47. 

12 For the Han-dynasty sources for Chisongzi , see B. Karlgren, "Legends 
and Cults in Ancient China," p.288. 
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13 Baopuzi neipian, juan 4, p. 63. 

14 As merely one example, see Zhengao,juan 3, pp. lOb-lla (Daozang , 
vol. 34, pp. 27357-8), where ancient esoteric practices are couched in 
third-century imagery that effectuates a double-entendre lyricism. For 
an extended analysis of the Shangqing texts and their relation to third
century literature, see Robinet, Rbdlation, vol. I, chap. to. 

15 See note 2. For the interpretation and significance of the Seven 
Sages murals, see Audrey Spiro, Contemplating the Ancients. 

16 Figs. 16-18 reproduce details of a brick mural from a tomb excavated 
outside Nanjing and datable to the late fourth-early fifth century (see 
Nanjing bowuyuan. "Nanjing Xishanqiao Nanchaomu ji qi zhuanke 
bihua; Alexander C. Soper, "A New Chinese Tomb Discovery: The Earliest 
Representation of a Famous Literary Theme." Murals of the same 
subjects, following the same basic composition and with the images in 
the same sequence were found in two of the Danyang tombs. Although 
no pictorial fragments of this composition were found in the third 
tomb, an inscribed brick with a reference to Xi Kang suggests that a 
similar mural must have been produced for this tomb as well (see 
Nanjing "bowuyuan, "Jiangsu Danyang Huqiao Nanchao damu ji zhuanke 
bihua, p. 49 and figs. 5, 8). I reproduce here details from the Nanjing 
mural only because the later finds are badly damaged and difficult to 
reproduce clearly. The minor differences among the three extant 
murals, although significant for other issues, are irrelevant to the 
present discussion (see Spiro, Contemplating the Ancients, chap. 7). 

17 As well as to the Buddhist faith propagated in the south (see E. 
ZUrcher, The Budhist Conquest of China. 2 vols. [Leiden: E. 1. Brill, 
1972]). Each of the faiths would affect the shaping of the other and the 
others' imagery. For the future history of the Danyang celestials in 
Buddhist art, see Alexander C. Soper, "South Chinese Influence on the 
Buddhist Art of the Six Dynasties Period," Bulletin of the Museum of Far 
Eastern Antiquities 32 (1960): 47-112; Duan Wenjie, "Feitian--Gantapo yu 
1iunaluo--zaitan Dunhuang feitian," Dunhuang yanjiu 1987.1: 1-13; Su 
Bai. "Rakuyo chiho ni okeru Hokuchoki sekkutsu no shohoteki kosatsu," 
in Ryumon sekkutsu, 2 vols. (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1987-88), 1: 233-34; 
Yoshimura Rei, "Nanbokucho butsuzo yoshiki shiron," Kokka 1066 
(1983): 5-18. 

18 Cao Zhi's eulogy is published in Caozi jianji, juan 7, p. 3b. The E. Jin 
characterizations are found in Shishuo xinyu, juan 14.28, 8.104, 14.30, 
and 14.29, respectively. Translations are by Richard B. Mather, Sh i h
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shuo Hsin-yu: A New Account of Tales of the World (same reference 

numbers). 


19 Nan Qi shu,juan 54, p. 930; Liang shu,juan 51, p. 733. 


20 Biography in Liang shu, juan 51. pp. 742-43. 


21 Richard Mather, "Shen Yileh's Poems of Reclusion: From Total 

Withdrawal to Living in the Suburbs", pp. 62-63. 


22 Richard Mather, The Poet Shen Yueh (441-513): The Reticent 
Marquis, p. 116. 
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Fig. 2. Transcendent. Detail of figure 1 
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Fig. 3. Transcendent. Line drawing of one side of a painted 

lacquer pillow excavated from a tomb in Hanjiang county, 

Jiangsu province. Late Western Han (206 B.C.-A.D. 9 
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Fig. 11. Transcendent. Line drawing t detail of a stone relief from 
a tomb excavated at Yinan t Shandong province. Late second-early 

third-century A.D. 
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Fig. 13. Transcendent. Detail of a rubbing from a brick relief 
mural, tomb at Jinjiacun, Danyang county, Jiangsu province. 

Late fifth century A.D. 

Fig. 14. The Seven Horthies of the Bamboo Grove: Xi Kang. 
Rubbing of a detail from a brick relief mural, tomb at Jinjiacun, 
Danyang county, Jiangsu province. Late fifth century A.D. 
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Xian Descended 

.Narrating Xian Among Mortals 


Kenneth J. DeWoskin 

University of Michigan! 


God is always described or outlined not as he really is but in 
such a way as will make him conceivable to us.2 

Introduction: 

What we know of xian we know from reading about them and seeing their 
manmade images. We are the most recent audience of many generations of 
audiences seeking understanding of these elusive and ethereal beings by 
studying texts about them and images of them. In looking back at China 
prior to the Tang, we are particularly dependent on the texts that have been 
continuously transmitted, revised, and commented upon from their inception. 

A sizable body of narrative provides the literary description of the xian in 
early China. Extant collections are traditionally dated as early as the 
Liexianzhuan of former Han minister and scholar Uu Xiang and continue to 
be compiled until the tradition culminates in the massive Lishi zhenxian tidao 
tongjian [A Comprehensive Mirror on Successive Generations of Perfected 

1. I would like to acknowledge the contributions of all of the panel members, whose papers 
appear in this issue, and our discussant Judith Berling, as well as a number of other 
colleagues who made helpful suggestions, especially Yi-tsi Feuerwerker. 

2. John Milton, "Christian Doctrine" in The Complete Prose Works ofJohn Milton (New Haven, 
1962):6:133. This paper was originally prepared for presentation at the Annual Meeting of 
the Association for Asian Studies, March 18, 1989. Copyright 1989. 
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Transcendents and Those Who Embody the Dao] of early 14th century 
compiler Zhao Daoyi. Zhao's collection occupies 53 juan of the Daozang, 
and in his preface he cites an earlier work called Xianshi [History of Xian] of 
the Xuanho period (1119-1125), said to include 50,000 lives.3 The Xian 
narratives are diverse in style, content, and extent. Their diverse features can 
be related to regional, sectarian, functional, generic, and literary factors. Yet 
xian narratives as a whole have features that can be typed and make their 
kinship clear. This paper will present some generalizations about the 
portrayal of xian, what might be called the matter of the narrative tradition, 
and advance an argument for the role of literary factors in the shaping of that 
tradition. More specifically, I will argue that along with the maturation of 
certain xian narratives toward the more literary, the xian characters 
themselves evolved, shaped by literary as well as doctrinal factors. 

Xian and the real: 

To begin with a statement of the obvious, the portrayal of xian belongs to the 
class of literature that must deal with beings in a world like ours in many 
ways but in significant ways unlike ours. Todorov defines the fantastic as 
literature that exists on the line between the known and unknown worlds, the 
real and the imagined. Its power to engage the attention and respect of 
readers derives from this marginal situs, and its power would be lost if it 
existed only in one world, either the wholly real or the wholly imagined.4 

There is the crux of belief, neither total faith nor total disbelief, a point of 
tension. 

3. Zhao Daoyi's (ca 13(0) preface to the Lishi zhenxian tidao tongjian DZ 8:6163. Daozang 
citations are to the Taibei Yiwen reprint Zhengtong Daozang. A brief descriptive notice on 
Zhao's collection and its sequels is found in Judith M. Boltz, A Survey of Taoist Literature: 
Tenth to Seventeenth Centuries (Berkeley, 1987):56-59. Four more modest general 
collections are also discussed by Boltz (59-62). Readers should be attentive to romanization 
and typographical errors in the Boltz study (e.g. n. 137 "Mao" for "Ma"). 

4. Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A StTuctural Approach to a Literary Genre, tr. Richard 
Howard (Cleveland: Case Western Reserve, 1973). 
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What if we were to ask about the credibility of these texts among the literati 
who compiled and maintained the corpus? Generally, literary theorists argue 
that is an invalid pursuit, or at least an irresolvable one, in the realm of 
intentionality, raising questions the authors themselves could not answer 
definitively were they here to speak on them. Still, we know from prefaces, 
external commentaries, essays on historiography, and the titles of the 
collections themselves that for authors and compilers as well the power of 
engagement lay at a certain margin, between credulity and dubious curiosity.s 
The materials would not have survived as we presently have them were 
credulity and curiosity not twin powers behind their composition. The 
question I am asking here dwells on representation but touches the acts of 
authoring and reading: what is visible to us of the effort to write and the 
effort to read the lives of xian. 

Xian narratives not only provide details of xian nature and behavior. Either 
implicitly or explicitly they attest to their very existence. The degree to which 
attestation is important varies over time and is difficult to assess at any time. 
As the importance of attestation decreases, either because it is a secure or a 
totally lost effort, the portrayal of xian becomes evermore non-mundane. 
Issues of attestation are often the burden of the explicit "argument" of the 
narrative, the documentary context for presentation. Artfulness of portrayal 
is the burden of the literary narrative itself. 

The importance of attestation is explicit in one of the earliest prefaces, that 
of Ge Hong's Shenxianzhuan. A disciple poses the key question. Regarding 
the process of achieving xian-hood, it is said xian are able not to die and their 
method of achieving xian-hood can be studied. Do such people indeed exist? 
Ge Hong answers by citing two biographical collections, the earlier 
containing several hundred biographies by Qin minister Ruan Cang, the later 

5. I have discussed this issue in the context of historical and fictional writing in "The Six 
Dynasties Chih-kuai and the Birth of Fiction." See Andrew H. Plaks, ed., Chinese Narrative: 
Critical and Theoretical Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977): 21-52. 
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containing seventy biographies by Liu Xiang.6 In spite of the rareness of the 
interactions, Ge Hong argues, the tales prove that xian do exist. But of 
course, the very number of the tales he cites confronts the claim that 
interactions with xian are rare. This contradiction is worth savoring. The 
strength of the proof of xianhood resides in the great number of biographies 
that can be cited. What is most remarkable about xian themselves is their 
elusiveness and rarity. 

Time: 

Narrative literature and theories of narrative literature are deeply involved 
with time, its representation and its significance. A basic definition of 
narrative: a reporting of at least two events that occur in time. No literary 
theories that explore narrative avoid engagement with the questions of time. 

Northrop Frye puts succinctly the broad significance of time in literature in a 
definition of the mythos of tragedy: 

The basis of the tragic vision is being in time, the sense of the 
one-directional quality of life, where everything happens once 
and for all, where every act brings unavoidable and fateful 
consequences, and where all experience vanishes, not simply 
into the past, but into nothingness, annihilation. In the tragic 
vision death is, not an incident in life, not even the inevitable 
end of life, but the essential event that gives shape and form to 
1ife.7 

6. The Shenxianzhuan cited here and hereafter is from the Longweibishu, Qianlong 59 (1794) 
edition, Taibei Yiwen reprint. 8:89. Page numbers cited below are to the pagination in the 
Yiwen reprint. 

7. Northrop Frye, Fools of Time: Studies in Shakespearean Tragedy (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1967): 3. 
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The most significant and basic way in which xian differ from mortals is in 
their relationship to time. It does not make fools of them. It does not bring 
them death, annihilation, nothingness. For biographical narratives, the time 
dimension is the definitive difference between us as authors and readers and 
the xian. It is said tersely in the Shenxianzhuan preface, "de busi" --"able not 
to die." The lack of death is a lack of the essential event that gives shape to 
mortal life. 

This is a challenge to the narrator, not only because not dying is itself a 
nonevent, but the absence of death changes the meaning of all other events. 
For mortals, time passing by means we are passing away. For the xian, this is 
not so. Since rarely is not dying itself an event (it is an event only for 
dramatic decorporealizations and the like), the text must represent how the 
alteration of time for the xian in fact changes the meaning of all other events. 
The effective portrayal of this difference in the meaning of time is the central 
challenge confronting the teller of xian tales, because the narratives must 
convey a sense of life in a temporal as well as spatial domain in which 
mortals, again by definition, have no experience. 

There is a rather short list of story elements that constitute the proofs of 
xian-hood in the narratives, and most approach nimbly the problem of 
communicating the meaning of xian time. These include: 1) Extraordinary 
things happening to corpses of xian; they disappear, do not corrode, or 
transform. 2) Decorporealization being widely witnessed at the "death" of a 
xian; images, light, or enlightened bodies ascending. 3) Xian remaining 
among mortals and demonstrating special powers and wealth. 4) Xian 
returning after a period of absence in some xian land to mortal places and 
mortal time for visits. In only the second of these, decorporealization, can a 
biographer narrate a specific event at a specific moment of not dying. It is 
the fourth in which the representations work most directly at defining the 
meaning of time for the xian. 

Structure of the tales: 
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I want to deal with a sub-genre of xian narratives, but the classification of 
these tales is for me still quite crude. As was typical in biezhuan and yeshi 
writings, the compilers who collected xian lives sought to be inclusive and 
quoted liberally from any previous material known to them. Most collections 
begin with a set of briefly told lives set in deep antiquity and proceed to more 
extensive lives in more recent times. The major change in collections over 
time is that they tend to become more voluminous in the number of entries 
but not necessarily more sophisticated in literary or historiographic qualities. 
Further, xian lives are strewn about many genres and many non-hagiographic 
works. Essentially the same biography might be found in genres as diverse as 
dynastic histories, zhiguai, and lun. The collections considered in this paper 
range from the Liexianzhuan (LXZ) attributed to Liu Xiang to the Zhao 
Daoyi's Lishi zhenxian tidao tongjian (ZXTD). Both of these, as well as most 
other collections of xian narratives (including Xi Kang, Shenxian gaoshi 
zhuan (GSZ), Ge Hong, Shenxian zhuan (SXZ), Shen Fen, Xuxianzhuan 
(XXZ), and Chen Baoguang, Sandong qunxian zhuan (QXZ» present a 
major problem in analyzing the maturation of the material and classifying it 
over the centuries. These particular practices of collection and emendation 
make it difficult to classify tales by author or compiler. I am dividing the 
material differently. It is possible and useful to define simple and complex 
biographies on the basis of their internal features and apart from the time 
and circumstances of their compilation. 

What I call simple types include a brief biographical introduction (name, 
place of origin, meaning of hao, etc.) followed by a single definitive story 
element. They have a kind of unity of conception and a unity of composition. 
They suggest formulaic composition. There are not a great many of these, 
for they do not make particularly interesting reading or useful 
documentation. The subjects are most often xian of high antiquity, and many 
collections begin with some examples. Even though the subjects of simple 
biographies tend to be the earliest xian of record, whether simple biographies 
as texts are actually earlier in origin than complex ones is open to question. 
Xi Kang's GSZ begins with four xian lives, no one of which has more than 
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forty words. Similarly, Zhao Daoyi has sixteen very brief biographies in his 
first chapter, and several in the second. 

Simple biographies focus on one typical event, establishing the core of xian 
story material. In so doing, they lay the foundation for the later narratives. 
In one type, the xian is courted by the ruler and refuses service. Often the 
ruler offers to cede in favor of the xian, but s/he is refused. The work 
attributed to Xi Kang is particularly strong in these cases.8 Shan Juan refuses 
Shun's offer to be emperor (GSZ 2). Zizhou refuses offers to be emperor 
from both Yao and Shun (GSZ 3). Shihu Zhinong also refuses Shun's offer 
to cede (GSZ 4). Bian Sui refuses Tang's offer to take the throne, and Wu 
Guang does the same (GSZ 6). The reasons that xian will not serve rulers or 
serve as rulers are presented in pithy remarks by the well-known madman of 
Chu Jie Yii (GSZ 13) and Shinan Yihai (GS 18). Zha, the son of the King of 
Wu, refused to rule Wu, refused even to return to Wu (GS 21).9 

Primitive biographies often find some way to dispose of the xian. There are 
basically two types, those who drift off to a life of reclusion and those who 
abandon their grosser parts and ascend to heaven. The xian who wander off 
presumably live forever. Chisongzi drifts off to Mount Kunlun (LXZ 1). 
Fang Hui seeks seclusion in the mountains and seals himself off from 
pestering Dao-seekers (LXZ 8). Decorporealization is a central and durable 
element in basic biographies, since it does provide a recountable event at the 
moment death would be expected. Usually the xian is already identified by 
local inhabitants as someone special, then decorporealizes at death for all to 
see. Xu Tian ascends in broad daylight (GS 1). Ningfengzi incinerates 
himself and rises in smoke (LXZ 2). Decorporealization remains a common 
feature in more complex narratives as well. Yiizi demonstrates his ability to 

8. Edition used here is the redaction in Ma Guohan, ytlhan shanfang jiyishu, reclaimed mostly 
from the Taiping ytllan. 

9. Zha's remarkable prescience as a music/moral critic is recounted in the Zuozhuan, Xiang 
29 (543 B.c.). 
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make cure-all medicines, then climbs Mount Kongtong, blends an elixir, and 
rises to heaven in broad daylight (S:XZ 136).10 

This primitive format is contrasted to mature types of narrative. Mature types 
are complex in conception and complex in composition. By this I mean that 
they are made by assembling component parts, including introductory 
documentation, narrative material, and concluding material that is often 
evaluative in nature. In cases where there is more extensive narrative, it is 
generally episodic and generally in chronological order. Mature biographies 
evolve along various lines, which I further divide into two groups. The first 
might be described as heuristic, toward soteriological ends, exemplifying 
feats of doctrinal and performative significance, bureaucratic achievements, 
and the accumulation of prestige titles. The second might be described as 
literary, responding more to the literary requirements of a developing 
narrative tradition. 

The former, the mature hagiography, became formalized by the late Tang or 
early Song. They were essentially documentary, commemorative, and 
formulaic in construction. Written in a crystallized, documentary style, they 
recite accomplishments in much the way a necrology would. Many document 
a xian with but a brief narrative incident and provide little additional context. 
The Sandong qunxian lu, compiled in 1194 by Chen Baoguang contains 
fragments from earlier collections, but has overall a normalizing influence in 
this direction on the materials it collects. 

Of the more mature forms of narrative, it is the second, the literary, that 
interests me here. The Shenxianzhuan of Ge Hong and Xuxianzhuan of Shen 
Fen skip the short lives of xian in deep antiquity and narrate lives of fairly 
consistent length, detai~ and literary qUality. As a whole, the records in S:XZ 
and XXZ develop literary interest by bringing the xian into significant 
contact with mortals. In both, literary considerations drive the narratives 

10. These two schemes for removing a Kian from mortal space provide the typology of Shen 
Fen's Xuxianzhuan. In the first chapter, there are sixteen Kian who ascend to heaven. In 
the subsequent two chapters, twelve and eight Kian respectively vanish into the mountains. 
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toward a very expanded sense of the xian, in directions that have little or 
nothing to do with what is definitive in being a xian. 

Before giving some examples from the SXZ, I want to expand more on this 
set of problems in representation. The compilers themselves have something 
to say about this. The difficulty in writing much about xian is drawn out 
explicitly in prefaces and other critical discussions. For example, the preface 
to the SXZ makes the point that xian are basically inaccessible to mortals 
and what is known about them is only hearsay reports, elliptical and 
fragmented tales colored by uncertainty. Shen Fen makes a similar point in 
his preface to the Xuxianzhuan: 

Of those who achieve xian-hood, we hear of but one in a 
thousand. The writings of historians do not go on at length 
about the affairs of shenxian. Hence the vast number are not 
transmitted in the world [of mortals] (Daozang 8:6130). 

These prefaces are written by fact-hungry mortals, allegedly in search of, or 
near possession of, xian-hood themselves. In the Chinese narrative tradition, 
we do not have the omniscient narrator, the Angel Michael who can explain 
to mortals the nature of history and historical time from a point of view 
outside it. Muses are not on hand to privilege writers with knowledge their 
readers are yet to have. The origin of the narrative material is experience, 
not inspiration. There is no omniscient perspective from which the stuff of 
the narrative is observed. 

Be that as it may, there is a diffuse voice for its presentation. The diffuse 
voice is the "hearsay," "handed down," "tradition has it" voice, faceless and 
nameless. In simpler tales formulae of the chuanshuo type are common. In 
contrast, what can be told with some detail about xian, what must be told in 
the literary tales, is best told by ordinary, history-writing mortals, with whom 
xian have had significant contact. In the detailed accounts of xian, the voice 
of the historian is heard, perhaps even a persona of the narrator is shaped, 
displacing the diffused voice of the simpler hearsay notices. Going a step 
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beyond the appearance of the historian-narrator, the reader gets the most 
profound kind of interaction with the xian world through ordinary humans 
who appear in the accounts, mortal characters who interact with xian in the 
narratives. In the skillful telling of xian tales, the tension, the point of 
believing itself, is sustained by the differing perspectives of the historian, 
narrator, and mortal character. 

The presence of mortals and the narration of interactions between xian and 
mortals are enduring features of mature xian literature. The situs of mortal 
characters in the xian literature is a key to understanding the evolution of the 
genre and the impact of literary and doctrinal concerns in that evolution. 
With the exception of those few aspirants who were carried off and given a 
glimpse of the xian world but failed to achieve xian-hood,l1 the only locus for 
significant contact between xian and mortals is the mortal world. Only here 
can the highly improbable interaction occur. To achieve this, the better 
narratives resort to one or another construct that brings the xian back to the 
mortal world where s/he interacts with ordinary mortals and does so in view 
of a potential narrator. This exceptional access to characters who are by 
definition inaccessible engenders a potential dissonance and requires a 
particular accommodation. This accommodation is the very essence of xian 
biographies. Xian are described not as they actually are, but is such as way as 
will make them conceivable to readers, who are mostly mortals, interested in 
time, mortality, and the remaining gamut of human issues. In as much as 
their remove from our ordinary space and time defines the xian, the 
accommodation takes the form of an inventory of fictions that bespeak why 
and how xian return to visit us, and how and why they continue to manifest 
their xian-hood even as they forsake their unapproachable mountain retreats, 
misty isles, and celestial roosts to return to our world. 

11. Perhaps the best known of whom is Pi Changfang, one version of whose story is in SXZ 
118 under Hu Gong, Lord of the Gourd. I have translated the version from the History of 
the Later Han under the romanization Fei Ch'ang-fang, in Doctors, Diviners, and Magicians 
ofAncient China: Biographies ofFang-shih (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983): 
77-81. 
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The Shenxianzhuan is rich in biographies of xian in the mortal world. In the 
curious tale of Master Baishi, a xian who took his hao from White Stone 
Mountain, he elects not to depart the mortal world, only to live forever (SXZ 
98). Huang Chuping leaves his shepherding to achieve immortality and is 
followed by his brother. Both return home to find their kin long gone (SXZ 
99). Baishan Fu returned home regularly to visit family, help them 
understand events to come, and cure their infirmities with his potent drugs 
(SXZ 101). Shen Xi, a competent and devoted healer of the Zhou dynasty, 
was carried off to heaven by a delegation sent by Huangdi and Laozi 
themselves. He returned home after four hundred years to tell of his 
experiences (SXZ 136). In stories of this type, what I would call quick visits 
home, no explanation is offered for the xian's return. 

In other respects as well, these accommodations are not always well 
developed and do not necessarily make good stories. Wang Yuan (SXZ 100) 
returns home after a lengthy absence, and demonstrates his attainment with 
an extravagant retinue and fittings suitable for an emperor. This is a curious 
turn to an image of earthly power to prove his attainment of the very status 
that eschewed such power. Indeed, if one thinks of the various regimen that 
brought xian-hood, internal and external, none promoted the acquisition of 
earthly wealth and power. Yet it is a common device to illustrate xian power. 
Descriptions of Laozi in his celestial abode include exuberant lists of familiar 
mundane treasures in incalculable profusion as well as fantastic creatures 
and materials unknown,12 The association of wealth to xian-hood proposed 
by Wang Yuan's life is at a very general level. It shows superficially the 
control a xian gained over the physical world. The key aspect of this, control 
over the ravaging forces of time, is periodically demonstrated in descriptions 
of the eternal youthfulness ofaxian or, more dynamically, in the ability of a 
xian to move back and forth between vital youth and venerable old age. It 
was more easily demonstrated in control of mundane wealth and power, 
although this was strictly incidental if not contrary to xian-hood. The tale 
leaves us without a motive for Wang Yuan's return, except, it seems, a desire 

12. See, for example, Shen Xi's description of his audience with Laozi, SXZ 137. 
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to show off to his village and family that he had neither died nor vanished to 
eek out a meager existence on some hillside. 

Where the action is motivated, the most convincing and most common 
reason for a xian to return is to pass along secrets and facilitate the release of 
other worthies from their mortal coils. This involves its own adjustment of 
the tradition. Consider the early formulation in such stories as Laozi passing 
through the gate to the Western Regions, essentially unconcerned as to 
whether others gain his wisdom or not. From the narratives we can see that 
xian in high antiquity were not particularly concerned about passing on their 
secrets. With the onset of institutionalized religions and the valuation of 
legacy and esoterica, emphasis would shift to the value of teaching as well as 
studying. Some of the better, more sustained xian tales that come later 
suggest a messianic commitment to those left behind, simultaneously 
providing a motive for the return and a context for extensive interaction with 
mortals. 

The Shenxianzhuan story of Liu An, King of Huainan, is an excellent 
example of the teaching and salvation motif. As a result of Liu An's efforts 
to lure Daoists and scholars from all over the land, and to underscore the 
credibility of his writings, the SXZ tells of the visit of eight xian to his estate. 
The xian demonstrate their control over their own appearances, changing to 
youths, then to old men again. They catalog their many skills and powers for 
Liu An, which include conjuring up mountains and rivers, controlling wild 
animals, bringing rain, and transforming this and that. Finally they present 
him with an elixir so powerful that Liu An's chickens and dogs were able to 
lick some up and ascend to heaven after him (SXZ 109-111). The 
presentation of secrets here is uncomplicated. Although Liu An does commit 
an act of indiscretion from which his xian associates must extricate him, his 
devotion to pursuit of the Dao is rewarded in a straightforward presentation 
of the elixir. 

The Shenxianzhuan version of Zhang Daoling's life relates his early studies 
and experiments, his travels to Sichuan, and the powers he obtained to heal 
as a result of the revelation on Swan Call Mountain. Though he eventually 
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ascended to heaven in the company of two friends, he postponed his taking of 
the elixir to permit him to remain on earth, build a community of followers, 
and demonstrate a range of extraordinary skills and attainments (SXZ 
112-114). Much of the activity in Zhang's biography has him healing, 
governing, and teaching. Still, the biography is filled out with other material, 
some demonstrating powers and practice's that are quite peripheral to the 
xian agenda. 

The force of the literary: 

This brings us to one of the most interesting questions in the evolution of 
xian biography. What were the forces that extended the material beyond 
what was required by their narrow didactic and evidential function? At the 
margin of essential xian lore and well-represented in the Shenxianzhuan are 
mischievous and mysterious conjur~rs and exorcists who have little to do with 
the central and noble aspirations of xian. Material similar to that cited in 
Zhang Daoling's biography is found in other xian lives. Uu Ping exorcises a 
giant snake demon from a tree that brought death to all who approached and 
subsequently invokes heavenly powers to intimidate a Grand Protector who 
failed to provide justice (SXZ 115). Uu Gen, persecuted by a capricious 
magistrate, is called upon to demonstrate his powers. He does so by calling 
up the deceased parents of the magistrate. The parents berate the magistrate 
for bothering Gen in the first place (SXZ 104-105). Wei Boyang terrifies his 
disciples by feeding the freshly concocted elixir first to a dog and making it 
die, as if poisoned (SXZ 97). The list here is long, and the range of xian 
traits and tricks is fascinating and diverse. In the grandest narratives, the 
separation between the conjurer and the nobler xian is not at all clear, 
providing another line of fundamental tension in the development of the 
narratives. 

U Babai, whose hao was "Eight Hundred," because that is how old people 
estimated him to be, decided to pass his teaching on to a persistent aspirant, 
Tang Gongfang. Before doing so he wanted to test Gongfang. First Babai 
showed himself to be different from other guests and ingratiated himself to 
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Gongfang. Then he conjured up an illness, which cost Gongfang a great deal 
of cash to cure. The illness then turned into nasty sores, which covered 
Babai's body. The sores, rank and covered with blood and puss, made Babai 
totally repulsive to approach. When Gongfang asked what he could possibly 
do to relieve Babai's suffering, Babai informed him he needed someone to 
lick the sores. Three maids were provided to perform this service, but it did 
not help. Babai claimed the maids could not help; Gongfang himself must 
lick them. Gongfang did, but this also brought no improvement. Babai 
finally explained that Gongfang's wife would do the best job. Gongfang set 
his wife to the task. After the wife licked the sores, to complete the cure 
Babai asked to be bathed in a large vat of the finest wine. The sores 
vanished completely, and Babai revealed to Gongfang that he was a xian. He 
then restored youth to the wife and three maids, gave Gongfang the spells to 
transcend the mundane, and a book of elixirs to help make the final ascent. 
Gongfang succeeded in attaining xian-hood (SXZ 102). 

I want to bring out two accommodations to literary constraints that I think 
are well illustrated in the Shenxianzhuan collection and carry through the 
tradition of xian biography. Both represent compromises of the alleged 
doctrinal thrust of the narrative collections and illuminate the problems of 
successful construction of this kind of religious literature. 

First, from the standpoint of a story, what engages the reader in examples 
like Li Babai's life is not the power of the xian at all, with which we are hard 
pressed to identify, but the ordeal and aspirations of the mortal, who stands 
alongside us in our clay. The Li Babai story tests the desire for xian-hood 
against our strongly held aversions in mortal life and shows us a heroic kind 
of mortal who unflinchingly meets an exceptional test. In a similar vein with 
the opposite outcome is the story of Pi Changfang, who called upon to eat 
excrement shows his revulsion and is sent home a failure. I can think of no 
example of a story that includes only xian and not mortals that could sustain 
the reader's interest to the extent the Li Babai tale does. The better stories, 
then, require that xian descend into the mortal world and engage with 
mortals, in a sustained, individual, and problematical relationship. The 
relationship might be beneficial, as is the case with Li Babai and Tang 
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Gongfang; it might be antagonistic, as is the case with Liu Gen and the 
magistrate. Further, it is sometimes suggested that the xian in these 
relationships is somewhat imperfect, inclined to anger, pride, vanity, 
vengeance, even lust in dealing with mortal foils. In all cases, the existence 
of such a relationship is fundamental to achieving a degree of literary interest 
as narrative. Human interactions provide the characters through which the 
reader can respond to the fantastic events. It is through the human 
participants that we most immediately perceive the xian. The naive reader 
identifies with these characters. The critical reader measures normative 
human response through them. 

Second, many of the accommodating fictions of xian treatment in the 
narratives address the issue of time. A narrative is a text in which two or 
more events occur in temporal relationship to each other. The act of reading 
involves constructing a chronology. of events, even if told out of sequence, 
and comprehending the temporal relationships. In the literary exploitation 
of xian lives, time is problematical. 

Xian time: 

Before looking at the elements of xian narratives that present time, I want to 
make a few points about time and reading in the terms of reader response 
theory. Readers builds comprehension as they read through the sentences of 
a text. The event as a whole is not available to readers except as they 
construct it from the serially translated segments. As a general rule, readers 
learn that duration of time within the narrative is not directly mapped to 
amount of time spent reading any given segment. In other words, years can 
go by in a few sentences; a few moments can be narrated for hundreds of 
pages. In experiencing the text, the reader puts things into chronological 
order and creates a time axis, with the meaning of time normed to the 
reader's actual experience of it. How, then, does the xian narrative attempt 
to communicate the radically different meaning of time for the xian with 
elements of narrative technique (as opposed to statements about dates and 
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lifespan)? In other words, how does the narrator communicate the xian's 
sense of time meaningfully to the reader? 

Efforts are made in many xian narratives to communicate just this xian time 
to the reader. And the device used is a familiar and consistent one. 
Consider the common plot which tells of the aspirant or the xian, soaring to 
heaven or being spirited off to the remote mountains for a program of 
reclusion, cultivation, or instruction. A common story element, necessary to 
establish that this is an extraordinary event, is the disparity in the lapse of 
time between home and abroad. When the xian returns home after a period 
of a few days. weeks or months, at the most, s/he discovers that a very long 
period of time, sometimes many generations, has lapsed back home. Hence 
the disparity in time is established. 

The narration follows the activities of the xian, not the activities of the 
ordinary folks back home. When a xian or a mortal visitor to xian-Iand re
enters the space and time of ordinary mortals, we discover that a vast amount 
of time has elapsed in the mortal world. The obvious goal of this 
juxtaposition is to make the reader comprehend that time for the xian is 
protracted or "non-lapsing." But because the narrative follows the xian, the 
narrative time frame is xian time; xian time becomes the normative time 
sense communicated to the reader. In reading the texts, the impact of the 
return is to make time back home seem accelerated, because events back 
home have not been the focus of the narrative. While it is evident that the 
ideological point is that time is protracted or infinite for the xian, in the 
constant multiple relationship between normal time and xian time, the 
narrative fails to convey any sense of prolongation. If one thinks of xian time 
as infinite, a reader will, in the intersubjective process of reading, put events 
in sequence and comprehend the lapse of time. It is the skill we acquire as 
readers of narrative that prevents time from being successfully manipulated 
here. Hence, this most significant attribute of the xian, namely, his 
relationship to time, is particularly difficult for the narrative to 
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demonstrate.13 This accommodating fiction is not wholly successful, in 
either a doctrinal or literary sense, in establishing the transcendent nature of 
the xian. It is, in fact, slighted in more mature examples of xian biography, 
where the burden of making the xian impressive is shifted to other story 
elements. Perhaps it is for this reason that xian biographies not only did not 
provide any of the great monuments of Chinese literature, but they did not 
playa very significant role as a source of material for the great monuments. 

Conclusion: 

In a complex canon of narrative materials such as we have with xian 
biographies, the ultimate shape of the narratives is neither a simple response 
to the didactic and evidential needs of the religious traditions nor a simple 
realization of germinal biographical models. To the contrary, there appears 
to be an abiding tension between the need to make manifest truly 
transcendent qualities of the subjects to keep doctrinal issues in focus and the 
need to engage mortal readers, who ultimately are mostly interested in 
reading our own lives. 

13. Basically, this conceit does not differ from the kind of time play found in Zhuangzi's 
constructions, especially in "Xiaoyaoyou," where the time frames are juxtaposed for the 
morning mushroom, the summer cicada, the ageless caterpillar "south of Chu," and the 
great rose of Sharon. Burton Watson, tr., The Complete Works of Chuang-tzu (New York, 
1968):30. 
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RECORD OF THE TEN CONTINENTS 

Translated by Thomas E. Smith 

The following translation is based on the text in DaozanK 598 (Harvard
Yenching serial numbering), fascicle 330, with frequent reference to the 
version in Yunjj qjqjan (YJQQ) 26. One would normally take YJQQ as the 
most authoritative version, but the last few pages of that text are jumbled, 
probably the result of a pasting error during the printing of Y JQQ. I will 
indicate in footnotes where the two texts diverge. Occasional references are 
also made to "the later collections" in which The Ten Contjnents also appear: 
Bajzj qU8QSbu 15, Sbuoku 1, etc., and to the abridged text in Xutanzbu 1. I 
have not made a full examination into the passages of Tbe Ten Contjnents that 
are quoted in TajpjnK Julan, TajpjnK napa'ij, and other sources, since Li 
Fengmao and others assert that tbese are all in general agreement with the HY 
598 text; d. Li, Uucbao Suj TapK xjandaolej xjaosbuo JBniiu (Taibei: 
Xuesheng shuju, 1986), p. 125. The sections on Yanzhou and Fenglinzhou 
appear in Li Jianguo, Tap&qjan zbjnaj xjaoshuo Jjshj (Shanghai: Guji 
chubanshe, 1986), p. 118-133, and I have found his annotations there very 
useful. 

Additional comments on the translation: (1) compass directions in the 
text which are indicated by dlzhl combinations have been translated into their 
English equivalents. (2) Because the narrative switches from first to third 
person and back again, I have taken the liberty of indenting the parts which I 
believe are intended to be a commentary on the words of Dongfang Shuo. The 
Chinese text does not separate the "voices" by such things as indentations and 
quotation marks. (3) A map of the places described in this text will reveal that 
there is some overlapping; thus the word lit, normally meaning "to border," is 
here translated "overlap." (4) Though I have consulted with a number of 
people about the meaning of the section describing Mount Kunlun, my 
translation of the paragraph connecting it with the Dipper remains very 
tentative, and I would welcome suggestions or criticisms. 

[1a]1 After the Han Emperor Wu heard the Royal Mother say that there are 

ten continents -- Zuzhou, Yingzhou, Yanzhou, Changzhou, Yuanzhou, Liuzhou, 

IBaizi guanshu 15, Shuoku I, Guiin yishi. vol. 18. and the other later collections add the 
following ten lines, which do not appear in either of the two HY versions: "Zuzhou is in the 
Eastern Sea. Yingzhou is in the Eastern Sea. Yanzhou is in the Southern Sea. Xuanzhou is in 
the Northern Sea. Changzhou is in the Eastern Sea. Yuanzhou is in the Northern Sea. Liuzhou 
is in the Southern Sea. Shengzhou is in the Eastern Sea. Fenglinzhou is in the Eastern Sea. 
Jukuzhou is in the Western Sea." The introduction appears also in Han WOW waizhuan (HY 293) 
as the "biography" of Oongfang Shuo, with the list of ten continents omitted and other minor 
variations. 
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Shengzhou, Fenglinzhou, and Iukuzhou -- in the Immense Sea in Eight Directions 

and that these were places where there were no human signs, he then began to 

realize that Dongfang Shuo was no ordinary man. Thereupon he invited him into a 

secret chamber and personally inquired about the ten continents' locations and the 

names of all their creatures, which he then wrote down. 

Dongfang Shuo said, "I am a man who only emulates the immortals, not 

one who has attained the Dao. On account of your country's prosperity and beauty, 

your invitation of renowned Confucians and Mohists into the civil order, your 

suppression of vulgar practices and extirpation2 of the remnants of hypocrisy, 

therefore, putting concealment aside I hasten to the imperial court; leaving the 

cultivation of life, I serve at the vermilion towers. [lb] I come, moreover, because 

Your Highness loves the Dao, yet your compound desires inhibit its ritual 

practices.3 

"I once followed my teacher on a walk, and we reached Fusang, the 

Vermilion Mound, 4 the Serpent Sea, the Hill of Gloomy Night,S and the tumulus of 

Chunyang6• [We walked.] under the Primeval Blue and among the Moon Palaces. 

2pollowing YJQQ 26, which has ~ instead of ~1: . , 

3 il (k~Y\ ~r,~t1~~~YJQQ 26 readsJlllJXq~ttJtA~ -\tJ ".... yet 


your compound desires destabilize its ritual practices." 

4pusang tk~ is the tree of sunrise (see below). The Venn ilion Mound ~ ri. is 
sometimes said to be located at the South Celestial Pole (cf. n. 16). 

SShenJi is actually a large sea monster described either as a serpent-like creature or a 
giant clarno The Hill of Gloomy Night 1.. j~...:~_YJ: is perhaps in the north, but I cannot 
find any other references to it. " 

6ChunyangJt f~ may refer to the style of Lil Dongbin t 7~! 'but he lived in the 
late Tang dynasty--nearly a thousand years after Dongfang Shuo died. It is imlikely that the erudite 
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Internally we wandered among the Seven Hills and at the middle circled the Ten 

Continents. Tramping through Red District,7 we rambled on the Five Peaks;8 

proceeding through lakes and marshes, we then rested at famous mountains. From 

my youthhc:xxl to the present, I have completely roamed the Six Heavens9 and have 

fully ascended to the heavenly luminaries, where I reached my limit. lo I do not 

compare to the masters who ascend into the void,11 the dignitaries who soar in 

perfection,I2 who rise and descend through the Nine Heavens 13 and clearly 

perceive the hundred territories.14 At Hooked Array by the North Celestial Pole 

they assemble under the Flowered Canopy;lS southward they soar to the Supreme 

author(s) of this passage would make such an error. Here Chunyang probably means fire or "pure 
yang." 

7The Red Disttict~... ~.... refers to China. In.sJWi 74 (Zhonghua shuju ed. p. 2344), 
Zoo Yan,~~t>j' is said to have called China "the Red Disttict, Spirit State" ;i'»Jr, '~f~ . 

8Pive Peaks 1 ~rJt :Mounts Tai, Hua Huo, Heng, and Gao, which correspond to the 
east, west, south, north, and center of China respectively. 

9ne Six Heavens t, J!:.... refer to the various sections of the sky and are said to be ruled 
by the Green, Red, White, Black, Yellow, and Supreme emperors. 

lOyJQQ 26 here reads, " •••• and crossed the Eight Exttemes, and that was all" 

ilLing;ru zhi zi ;t! z.3- . YJQQ26has fl~ :z.....} 

12Feizhen zhi guan ~ .J i. 1 . YJQQ 26 substitutes Jf~~ for ~ 

13The Nine Heavens h lZ.. refer to the sky in the four cardinal directions, the four 
diagonals, and at the zenith. 

14Dongshi haifang ;j~l;f! ~ ~ ;Gujin yishi has ;-JiJ~! ~:iJ :".... and 
clearly perceive everything." 

ISHooked Array 4tJ 'Pi-. is a six star constellation that in!.deyhe four stars of the 
little Dipper's Handle and two dim nearby stars. Flowered Canopy j.,. is a sixteen star 
constellation comprised of the seven bright stars of the W -shaped con lion of Cassiopeia (the 
canopy) together with nine dim stars (the handle) that trail toward Hooked Array and the Purple 
Palace, another northern constellation. Son& sbi 491- t ("Tianwen zhi") describes the 
Flowered Canopy as covering the throne of the Supreme Emperor. 
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Onnabar and rest at Great Summer; 16 in the east they approach clouds of pervasive 

yang, westward they brave the wilderness of the chilly caves.I7 They cannot be 

reached by the sun and moon or be matched by the Milky Way. There is nothing 

covering them above and nothing grounding them below. I8 This is the extent of 

my knowledge, and I am ashamed that it is not sufficient to answer your broad 

inquiry! 

[2a] "Zuzhou (the Ancestral Continent) is near the middle of the Eastern 

Sea. It is five hundred square Ii in area, and it lies seventy thousand Ii from the 

western shore [of the Eastern Sea].19 Death-preventing plants that resemble the 

sprouts of marsh-reeds and grow to a height of three or four feet are found there. 

People already dead for three days,20 if covered with this plant, all return to life 

immediately. Eating it confers everlasting life." 

16These two phrases 1l:~~ ef-~ ~~.1 .~~l:K~~#};:.l allude to a 
couplet in Cao Zhi's,,~ "Wandering as an lnimbrtii": ~AdA ~ 

.:H:~;G* 7~, ~};f;) pt-PfJt. 
Cf. Cao ZIti ji jiaozhg. Zhao Youwen,'e<i. Q'Ceijing; Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1984), p. 265. 
The SUP.JMle Cinnabar may then be taken to refer to Cinnabar Hill, which in ChuQ, "Yuan you"
. & @ is described as the abode of feathered immortals. a place where light shines eternally; 
cf. Da.r.id Hawkes, The Son,s of the South. (1985). p. 196. "Gao xing"d~ t in Shiyiji 
1 ~1tJU!s!alSO includes a description of Cinnabar Hill. Great Summer}::.L is written Fiery 
Summer)~ in YJQQ 26. There are many historical and legendary countries called Daxia; the 
memory of plus the idea that yang is in its ascendancy in midsummer combine here. 

17} cannot locate any other references to the clouds and caves. 

18Ihis sentence also alludes to a line in.cn.g, "Yuanyou" (cf. Hawkes, p. 199). 

19Xutanzhu 1omits the dimensions of this and all other continents. 

20YJQQ 26 omits tZJ and ;. a 
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Long ago, when the First Qin Emperorts Great Garden was filled 

with [the bodies of] unjustly executed people, birds which resembled 

crows traversed the route [from Zuzhou] canying this plant in their beaks 

and covered the faces of the dead with it. They sat up immediately, 

spontaneously coming to life. An official hew about this and reported it 

The First Emperor despatched envoys to present the plant to Master 

Guigu21 at the north city wall and inquire about it. Master Guigu said, 

ttThis is a death-preventing plant that grows on Zuzhou in the Eastern Sea. 

Grown in fields of rose-gem, some call it Spirit-Cultivating Fungus. Its 

leaves resemble those of marsh-reed sprouts, it grows in clusters, and one 

stalk is sufficient to revive a man. tt The First Emperor then asked eagerly, 

ttCan it be harvested?.. He then had his envoy Xu Fu22 send out five 

hundred boys [2b] and girls,23 lead them aboard storied ships and other 

vessels, and go to sea in search of Zuzhou. They did not return. 

Xu Fu was a Daoist master (daoshi) whose style was Junfang. 

Later he did indeed attain the Dao.24 

"Yingzhou (the Oceanic Continent) is in the Eastern Sea. It is four thousand 

square Ii in area, and it is located on the same level as Kuaiji, approximately seven 

hundred thousand Ii from the western shore.2S Divine fungi and immortal plants 

21Master Guigu ~ ~.} is a legendary master of divination who is supposed to have 
lived in the late Zhou Dynasty. His original name was Wang Xu J t~~ . Variants of the story 
that follows are found in the Paozao, hagiographies Ushi zhenxian too&jian 6/68., Lu yi ji 1/1a, 
Xpaopinlu 1ISb, Sandon, gunxianlu 14/8b (HY 296, 591, 780, 1238). Guigu is also the name of 
a star by the North Celestial Pole, where demons are supposed to meet (cf. n. 15). 

22The historical account of Xu Fu appears in .s.biji 6. 

23YJQQ 26 has "send out three hundred boys and three hundred girls." 

24Wu Guan ft.. ~t ,the editor of Ggjin yisbi, appears to have spotted the inconsistency 
in this passage; the text there reads, "It is said that he later did indeed attain the Dao." 

25Kuaiji Commandery was located in present-day Jiangsu and Zhejiang. "Kuaiji" here 
could also refer to Mount Kuaiji,located in Shandong. 
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grow there. There is also a jade rock one thousand zhang [ten thousand feet] high 

from which gushes a spring named Sweet Jade Spring, whose water is as sweet as 

wine. One must drink several pints of it before becoming drunk, and it confers 

longevity. Many immortals make their homes on this continent, and their customs 

are like those of the people of Wu. The landscape is like that of the Middle 

Kingdom. 

"Xuanzhou (the Mysterious Continent) is in the northwest of the Northern 

Sea. It is seven thousand two hundred square Ii in area and lies three hundred sixty 

thousand Ii from the southern shore. The Mystery Metropolis there is governed by 

transcendent worthies and perfected gentlemen. There are many hills and 

mountains, and there is also Wind Mountain, whose many winds and vapors 

resound like thunder and lightning.26 It faces the Northwest [3a] Gate of Heaven. 

On this continent there are many mansions of the immortal officials of the Great 

Mystery; each palace and chamber is unique. There is an abundance of golden 

fungi and jade plants. Moreover this falls under the lower jurisdiction of the Lords 

of the Three Heavens. It is very majestic indeed. 27 

261 follow YIQQ 26 for this phrase. Note that there is another Wind Mountain on 
Changzhou below. 

27The last two sentences in Xutanzhu 1 read, "There is an abundance of gold. jade. and 
purple fungus~~~)J;r~ place is governed by the Three Heavens. Its eneIgy has a constantly 
majestic air":K~ ~ Pd. ~~ .YIQQ 26 has "There is an abundance of golden rocks and 
purple fungus. M ver It is a place governed by the Three Heavens." All the later collections 
merely substitute nai j7 for you ::z. . 
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"Yanzhou (the Blazing Continent) is in the Southern Sea. It is two 

thousand square Ii in area and lies ninety thousand Ii from the northern shore. On 

this continent are Wind-Suscitated Beasts which resemble wildcats, are blue in 

color, and are the size of foxes. Spread a net, capture one, and pile several 

cartloads of flrewood to cook it, and though the flrewood will be consumed, the 

beast will not catch fire but stand amidst the ashes with its fur unsinged. Axes and 

knives will not penetrate its flesh, and if struck it is just like a leather bag.2B It must 

be hit over the head several dozen times with an iron hammer before it dies.29 

Spread its mouth open to the wind, however, and it will revive in a moment. Stuff 

its nose with calamus [wrapped on] a stone, and it will die instantly. Remove its 

brain and eat it mixed with chrysanthemum blossoms. Ifyou eat a full ten catties of 

it, you will obtain a life-span of five hundred years.30 

2BThe later collections have "a bag filled with ashes." There is a ttadition that associates 
leather sacks with Heaven and Hundun or Chaos. The Beast's imperviousness to axes and knives 
can be understood, therefore, as an auspicious sign. See Shi.U. 128 (Zhonghua Shuju, p. 3235): 
"[The tyrant Zhou) slaughtered his people's six varieties of domesticated animals and had the skins 
made into a sack. He filled the sack with blood and let someone hang it up and shoot it, to vie 
with the Celestial Emperor for power. It Lfisbi chunQju 23.4: "The king of Song had a lofty terrace 
constructed, then bad a big leather bag filled with blood hung on high. He put on a helmet and 
annor and shot the bag from below, so that the blood flowed out onto the ground. His attendants 
congratulated him. saying, 'Your Majesty's virtue surpasses even Tang and Wu. They Uiumphed 
over men. but now you have Uiumphed over heaven-indeed one cannot add to your virtue:" 

29ne various texts differ on how many blows are needed be~ the coup de grace can be 
delivered. Taipinl yulan 868/8a has more than ten, "Xianyao",{tl-\ ~ ~ BaOJ)uzi, which quotes 
this whole passage (cf. James Ware, tr., Alchemy. Medicine. Relipon~= ofltD. 320, 
p. 184-5), has several thousand, YJQQ 26 has two thousand, and QmM.nWn.i~ ",Jt . 
according to U Jianguo. has more than one hundred thousand. Poor beast! 

30J'aipin& yulan 908/6b quotes this passage but makes the Beast "the size of a monkey." 
The animal may originally have resembled a mO!,\ke);, because Iaipinl yulan 908 also quotes two 
similar ~es on a "Wind-Mothered Beast" 'f1;l--fJ,f}:..,' that has ape-like features and "Wind 
Monkeys" }~ ~ 31 . Li Jianguo. p. 122. lists additional related passages. 
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"There is also the Fiery Forest Mountain, on which lives the Fiery Radiance 

Beast. It is the size of a rat, and its fur, which has red and white hairs, grows three 

or four inches long. The mountain is more than three hundred [3b] Ii high. If you 

can see this mountain forest at night,31 that is because these animals shine on it with 

a radiance like that of f:lre. Pluck its fur to weave it into cloth -- this is what the 

people of our time call 'fire-washed linen.' The people of that country wear it If it 

becomes soiled, they do not use ashes and water to clean it, for it would never 

become clean. They burn it instead with f:lre for the length of time it takes to eat 

two bowls of rice, then shake off the dirt, which falls off easily, so that the cloth 

becomes as white as snow.32 

"Many immortals also make their homes there. 

"Changzhou (the Long Continent), also named Green Hill,33 is in the 

southeast of the Southern Sea. It is five thousand Ii in area and is two hundred fifty 

thousand Ii from the coast. 34 It has an abundance of mountains and rivers, and it 

also has many large trees, which are all two thousand arm spans in circumference. 

31Li Jianguo here follows YJQQ 26 and substitutes f for r.r . This clearly has the 
effect of changing the passage to first-person narrative. 

~""=!~ cloth" or asbestos may be found in ShWii9.llowuzhi.
"Yichan" tf.f}J\~, • J and many others: Li Jianguo, p. 122-6. contains an e~~tive list 
of early references. 88, for instance, and Wei We, "Xirong zhuan" lID ~'1.:t record 
that it came from Daqin. There is an alternate tradition which says that "f:ae-cleansed cloth" is 
made from the bark of a certain tree that grows on Fiery Forest Mountain. 

33Green Hilll j.. also appears in Sbanhaijine J.\ ~,,~t 1/5a-b (Sibu conelgm ed.): 
"On the mountain Green Hill ...• there is a beast that resembles a fox but has nine tails. It 
sounds like a baby and is edible. Men who eat it are immune from sorcery." 

34YJQQ 26 states that it is only two hundred thousand Ii away. 
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There is nothing but forest on the entire continent, hence it is also named Green 

Hill. Moreover, plants conferring immortality, efficacious medicinal herbs, Sweet 

Fluid,35 and Jade Flowers,36 are everywhere. There is also Wind Mountain, 

which makes a continuous rumbling sound; Purple Palace, where heavenly 

perfected beings and immortal maidens sport, [4a] is located there.37 

ttYuanzhou (the Primal Continent) is in the Northern Sea. It is three 

thousand Ii in area and lies one hundred thousand Ii from the southern shore. Here 

there are the Five Fungi38 and the Dark Rivulet. The water of the Dark Rivulet 

tastes like honey; drinking it bestows long life coterminal with heaven and earth. 

35Sweet Fluid f ~ was also the name of a wine (Cf. Shiwu yimin~u, "Yinshi", jiu: 
,tlfjJ~ifjz ,,txt ,;iJ ). 

36Jade Flowers J. * :.ch:uki.. "Jiuzhang", 'Shejiang' ft f ,7~?1.- •has the 
line, "I climb Kunbm and eat Jade Flowers" (cf. Hawkes, p. 160). Tbe ~ commentary to £hili 
10 (p. 430) quotes Rujyinltu ~~, III as saying that Jade Flowers bloom only when the five 
constant virtues of humaneness, righteousness, propriety, knowledge, and sincerity are observed. 
YJQQ 26 omits the four characters at the end of the sentence: Jlt f~ f Ai . 

37Tbe Outer C~Of Baopuzi contain a few passages that allude to the forests of 
Cbangzhou. In "Guangpi" ~ one finds, "A short dagger cannot chop down the forests of 
Cbangzhou." In "Junsbi" 1! one reads, "Although there are many catalpas and oaks in 
the forest of Cbangzhou. they are not necessarily used [to add to1the grandeur of tall buildings or 
the stateliness and beauty ofpalaces." 

38Tbe Five Fungi ~ i come in five colors-- purple or blue, yellow. red, white, and 
black-- are associated with the Five Peaks, Five Phases, etc., and are said to confer ~ortality, 
freedom from disease, and various magical powers. Li Sbizhen. Bencao Ganemu ~ 1f,t~ ~ 28 
(Beijing: Renmin Weisheng Chubanshe, 1982), pp. 1708-12, quotes a wide range of early 
authorities and concludes that there are actually six varieties of fungus, counting the "purple" and 
"blue" varieties separately. See also Youyane zazu 2{Tb (Sibu cODeIcan) which lists the positions 
in the celestial bureaucracy which the adept can assume after consuming the Five Fungi that grow 
on Juqu (i.e., Maosban). 
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By eating the Five Fungi one also obtains undying longevity. Many immortals also 

make their homes there. 39 

"Liuzhou (the Flowing Continent) is in the Western Sea. It is three 

thousand square Ii in area and lies one hundred ninety thousand Ii from the eastern 

shore. Here there are many mountains, streams, and piles of the rock called 

kunwu, which may be smelted into iron to make swords.4o The swords are as 

bright and transparent as rock crystal, and they cut through jade as if it were mud. 

Many immortals also make their homes there.41 

"Shengzhou (the living Continent) is in the northeast of the Eastern Sea and 

is overlapped by Penglai by one hundred seventy thousand 1i.42 It is two hundred 

thousand five hundred square Ii in area and lies two hundred thirty thousand Ii from 

the western shore. Here there are [4b] several tens of thousands of immortal 

households. The climate being stable and pleasant, plants sprout there continually; 

in the absence of winter and summer, the myriad creatures grow in peace. There is 

also an abundance of mountains and streams, with immortal herbs and clustered 

39Lon& yu betu 1~;,,;,3" Ii] (Ou wei shu l'~-t 34/8b) gives a nearly identical 
desciption of YuanzhOll, but calls it Xuanzhou. 

40Kunwu l ~ was originally an ancient place that was closely associated with 
metal-working. In the Zuo zhuan it is already described as a wilderness. According to Sbanbaimu~ 
5/3b, "There is much copper ~,tfp1 on Mount Kunwu." £biji 107 and Haushu 57a ("Biography 
of Sima Xiangru") contain aju which lists Kunwu as a kind of rock, but the commentaries to both 
say that it is the name of a mountain. 

41A nearly identical passage describing Li.'fhou appears in Hetu badi xiaDl~ (where it is 
called Yingzhou; Gu weishu 32/5a) ~~~ 4'''-~ If<-and Lon& yu hetu (Ou weishu 34/8b). 

42Y1QQ 26 has seven hundred thousand Ii, a phenominally large figure. 
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fungi. The waters throughout the continent taste like sweetened cream. This is the 

best continent. 

"Fenglinzhou (the Continent of Phoenixes and Unicorns) is in the middle of 

the Western Sea. It is one thousand five hundred square Ii in area, and it is 

encircled by a weakwater stream .~~1K., which cannot float a swan's feather or be 

crossed. There are many phoenixes and unicorns, in flocks [and herds] of several 

tens of thousands, on this continent. There are also mountains, rivers, lakes, and 

marshes, with a hundred varieties of wondrous medicinal herbs. In addition there 

are the households of the immortals, who boil phoenix bills and unicorn horns 

together and decoct a glue that is called 'string-connecting glue' or 'metal-fusing 

paste.' This glue can connect snapped bowstrings and fuse43 the metal of broken 

knives and swords. Furthermore, if a strongman were made to pull on something 

mended by the glue, it would only break somewhere else, and never along the 

mended seam." 

[Sa] In the third year of the tianhan period [98 B.C.], Emperor 

Wu visited Beihai and sacrificed at Mount Heng.44 In the fourth month 

an emissary sent by the king of a western country arrived and offered as 

tribute four ounces of this glue and a jiguang hide.45 After accepting 

43Pollowing YJQQ 26 and Iaipini yulan 348/6b-7a. 

44Beihai is in present-day Shandong. The Mount Heng of Emperor Wu's day is now 
known as Mount Damao, northwest of Quyang in Hebei. According to S.biii 28 and Hansbu 6 
("Wudiji"), Emperor Wu sacrificed at Mount Heng on his return from a/eng sacrifice at Mount 
TaL 

45J' -j' Jt al . ~ .i- -J ~ -f ~_ ? W 1'~ -t-& ..L J",,guang l>- fLJ , so wntten 1>- ~ ,,,,, ' ~ K. , ,,;J... ,-II1-·Pl /I'- , 
and various other ways, is a kind of fine horse. It is described in Shanhaiiini 12/55a-b as "a 
striped horse with a white body (1), red mane, and eyes of gold.... He who rides it lives a 
thousand years." According to Li Jianguo it is also mentioned in Zhoushu, "Wanghui" j: At- ' 

- 97 



them, Emperor Wu had them deposited in the Outer Storehouse, for he 

did not know the wondrous uses of these two items. Although the 

western country was far away, he believed that the proffered tribute was 

unremarkable, and he detained the emissary. Some time later Emperor 

Wu was hunting a tiger in Shanglin Garden46 when his bowstring 

snapped. At the time the emissary, who was riding behind him, offered 

him a bit of the glue and used [it with] his spittle to mend the bowstring. 

''What a strange thing!" exclaimed the Emperor. He then ordered several 

officers to pull on it together; it did not come apart the whole day, as if it 

had never been [broken and] repaired. 

The glue was green, like nephrite, and the jiguang hide was 

yellow in color and probably came from a kind of spirited horse. 

Immersed in water for many days, the hide did not get wet;47 immersed in 

fire, it did not singe. The Emperor then realized [his mistake]. thanked 

the emissary profusely, and sent him away, having bestowed him with 

mu-cassia,48 dried ginger, and other things [Sb] not found in the western 

; Liutao ~~ ; and Pon,iinlfu l:i ~1\; in Wen xuan 3. He also lists the different 
versions of this story in zhiguai collectIons on p. 131-3. 

46Pollowiog Xutanzhu 1~ )rinK yulan 766/1b. The Daozam~ versions and !!te later 
collections have Hualin Garden Jt5 U ,which is the name Panglin Garden '1.t-t lLJ ,a 
garden built in Luoyang during tile Eastern Han, acquired because of the character taboo against 
fang during the reign ofEroperor Fei (r. ~254) of the Wei Dynasty. The Eastern lin and the 
sbort-lived Ximgnu kingdom ofLater Zhao also bad gardens named Hualin near their capitals. 

471 follow YIQQ 26 for this phrase. About the aquatic uses of horsehide, Edward Schafer 
writes, "Prom the Kansu corridor, the Ordos, and the Mongolian marches under Tang control, 
horsehides came regularly to the capital as token tribute of the provincial towns. Since early times 
this material bad been important in the manufacture of small hide boats or coracles, for crossing 
northern rivers, and for making 'saddle cloths'" (Golden Peaches of Samarkanc1: A Study of Tan, 
Exotics, p. 107). 

48Mu-cassia ifj: ~1 is one of three kinds of cassia described in the second part of 
NanfanK C80lDu zhuanl 2 rf;]:z)f B~A'. Its leaves resemble the loquat's, and it was probably 
used for "aromatic consttuctions" like those described in Han Wu lushi. sections 13 and 38 Ul». 
xiaoshuo IWJlChen, p. 456 and 467, vol. 8 in Lu Xun guanjD. 
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country.49 The Emperor also meditated more upon Dongfang Shuo's 

observations ofdistant places. 

During the reign of King Mu of Zhou [around 1000 B.C.], the 

western barbarians offered kunwu knives that cut jade and a cup that 

glowed at night and kept itself constantly full. The knife was one foot 

long, and the cup was of the finest white jade, and it glowed brightly at 

night. At twilight [King Mu] set it out before the central chamber under 

the open sky, and by dawn the next day the cup was filled with a sweet, 

aromatic liquid. This was truly an immortal's utensil.so 

In the time of the First Qin Emperor, the western barbarians 

offered a knife that cut through jade, but they never offered a cup that 

refilled itself again. 51 

Hence the glue comes from Fenglinzhou, and the swords must 

come from Liuzhou. Both are located in the Western Sea. 

"Iukuzhou (the Cowering Continent) is in the southwest of the Western 

Sea. It is three thousand [sic] square Ii in area, and it is overlapped on the north by 

Mount Kunlun for two hundred sixty thousand Ii. It lies two hundred forty 

thousand Ii from the eastern shore. There are many [6&] palaces and mansions of 

the perfected immortals and spirit officials here, and their number cannot be 

counted. There are also lions, two-homed deer, chiselteeth, celestial deer,52 and 

49yJQQ 26 does not mention Emperor Wu's gifts to the emissary. 

500rhis paragraph resembles LiW 5.17 (A. C. Graham, trans., p. 117), but.LiW has 
asbestos cloth instead of the phosphorescent cup. 

51Li JianlWo, p. 131, comments that this passage is derived from a dialogue in 
KonlWonazi 5 J ~ ~.J.. •but I have not been able 10 fmd the passage which he quotes there. 

52Bi,xie.4fp. what I have translated here as "two-homed deer," are actually described as 
fabulous two-horned 8himals that resemble deer; their images wers:sometimes placed at the graves 
of feudal princes. They are closely related to "celestial deer"!-.ffi:; orJ;JJ:. ,which have one 
hom. Their generic name is taoba -f1~ J'K :Hansbu 96a ("XlYU zhuanlt

) records that the two 
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beasts with long fangs, bronze heads, and iron foreheads. The continent features 

large mountains formed in the shape of men and birds, hence they are called 'the 

Man and Bird Mountains. '53 In these mountains grow many large trees that 

resemble maples, but the fragrance of their flowers and leaves may be smelled 

hundreds of Ii away. They are called Soul-Recalling Trees.54 Knock on one,55 

and it can actually produce a sound by itself that sounds like a herd of cattle 

bellowing; all those who hear it are terror-stricken. Dig up its root, boil it in a jade 

cauldron, remove the water, fry [the mushy remainder] under low heat until it 

becomes like a black goo, and then shape it into pellets. It is called Essence

Alarming Incense, but some call it Spirit-Shaking Pellets, Life-Restoring Incense, 

Quaking Sandalwood Incense, Man-and-Bird Essence, or Death-Dispelling 

Incense. This single item with six names is a wondrous thing. Its fragrance may 

kinds of taoba came from Wuyi,~ ~ in the wesL Hoo Hansbu 77 ("Ban Zhao zhoan") records 
thatfuba ~ q.R as well as lions, came from Yuezhi ~ 'N ,a country in the west, and that it 
had no horns. ~~.Jt 

Chiselteeth ~ ~ are described either as barbarians or animals. According to 
ShanbaijiO& 6/37b-38a, "Yi [the Archer] warred with the Chiselteeth in the wilderness of Shouhua 
; Yi shot and killed them east of Kunlun." A comment adds, "The Chiselteeth are also human. It 
is said that their teeth are like chisels, five or six feet long, hence their name." - .t' 

Together these beasts appear in a list of the fauna of Kunlun in the "Quhuo".1~ (~,chapter 
of Baopuzi, (Wang Miog ed.), p. 349. The beasts with "long fangs, bronze heads, and iron 
foreheads" bear close resemblance to Chi You (cf. Shill 1). 

53HY 598 and YJQQ 26 consistently have A;~ ,"man and bird"; the other texts have 
various mixtures of this and J~,~ ,"divine bird." 

54Soul-Recalling Trees k ~~:fIf : there is a plant known as .Q 7tt.:f in the 
pharmacopeia, with the botanical name Selaginella tamariscina. See Hu Shiu-ying, An 
Enumeration of Chinese Materia Medica (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1980), p. 
44. BaQPuzi, "Xianyao" (Wang Ming, ed.), p. 200, describes canchengzhi ~~ L ' a kind 
of red tree-fungus which has sonic properties (Ware, tr., p. 182). 

55YJQQ 26 omits this phrase. 
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be smelled several hundred Ii away. The dead [6b] under the earth who smell this 

incense return to life and do not die again, and perfuming the dead with it is even 

more efficaciousP' 

In the third year of the zhenghe period [90 B.C.],56 when 

Emperor Wu visited Anding,57 the king of the western barbarian state of 

Yuezhi sent an envoy to offer as tribute four ounces of incense, which 

was [rolled into pellets] as large as sparrows' eggs and as black as 

mulberry chopping blocks. Because the incense was not something found 

in the Middle Kingdom,58 the Emperor had it deposited in the Outer 

Storehouse. The king also offered a "Fierce Beast" that resembled a fifty

or sixty-day-old puppy, as large as a civet but yellow in color. He 

ordered his envoy to present it to the Emperor. When the Emperor saw it, 

[however], the envoy was holding it as if it were a dog, and since it 

looked emaciated, hairless, and weak, he doubted even more the 

genuineness of the tribute. He asked the envoy, "Can this little animal be 

trained? Why is it called a Fierce Beast?" 

"It is actually more fearsome than any of the hundred beasts," 

replied the envoy. "It must not be criticized on account of its size, for the 

divine unicorn's lordship over the elephant, the phoenix's precedence 

56HY 598 and YJQQ have "the third year of the yanhe period." which corresponds to 
A.D. 434. during the reign of Emperor Taiwu fi..~' . the third emperor of the Northern Wei 
Dynasty. All other versions correct this. but the mIStake may give a clue about when the two 
DaozanK texts were edited. YJQQ 26 precedes this phrase with the four words..-h ~~{It . 
which make little sense here. 

57Anding Commandery was located in present-day Gansu. 

58Xutaozhu 1 has. "Because there was no Jack of incense in the Middle Kingdom ..•." 
which pedJaps confonns better to the function of the Outer Storehouse as it appears above. 
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over the greatpeng, and the centipede's dominion over the flying snake 

also do not depend on [78] size.59 

"My country is three hundred thousand Ii away. There have been 

constant signs in my country -- the eastern breezes have blown in 

harmony steadily for three years, and for months blue clouds have 

arranged themselves in line without dispersing -- so we know that the 

Middle Kingdom now has a ruler who is fond of the Dao. Now our king 

fmnly supports [the policy of] despising heterodoxy [lit. the hundred 

schools] and esteeming the Daoists and Confucians;60 he supports the 

attitude of disregarding gold and jade and attaching value to numinous 

things. For this reason we gathered rare herbs and [now] offer the 

wondrous incense; we rambled through heavenly forests and petitioned 

for the Fierce Beast; we rode the feathered carriage61 and crossed the 

weakwater stream; we spurred on our fine steed to cross the Flying 

Sand.62 We have been cutting ourselves off on distant roads and 

struggling along rough pathways now for thirteen years. 

"The wondrous incense heals illnesses [that bring on] early death; 

the Fierce Beast exorcises demons [that cause] a hundred evils. These 

two items are truly essential for the nourishment of life; they aid in the 

peaceful transformation of government.63 How could [my lord] have 

59Cf. ShanhaijiDl~ 5/33b and Em ~ tfi ,"Shiyu" i j ,f". The flying snake ~l~~' 
also wri~~ ,resembles the dragon and rides the clouds. 

60YJQQ 26 states, "My king supports [the policy of] despising the Confucians and 
Mobists and esteeming the Dao and its virtue." HY 598 brings this passage into agreement with 
Dongfang Shuo's statement in the preface. 

61See note 123. 

62Flying San<tf¥~' : this is probably an error for 7f.L ~.y ,"the flowing sand" or 
desert. Flowing sand is often paired with weakwater streams. 

631n the first phrase Shuoku substitutes t for 1:. . 1 follow YJQQ 26 for this 
sentence. HY 598 reads, "These two items are truly what would fulfil the greatest needs of all 
living beings; they would aid [in the achievement of] an ascendant peace in [Your Majesty's] 
transforming rule. " 
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expected that Your Majesty, on the contrary, does not know the truth? 

There must have been an error in my country's wind-divination.64 

Indeed, as I gaze upward and examine Your Majesty's inborn nature, I 

see that it is not that of a ruler who possesses the Dao. If the eyes [7b] 

see too much, then you covet beauty; if the mouth speaks too much, then 

you take offense at criticism; if the body moves too much, you commit 

sexual offenses; and if the mind is over-refined, you indulge in 

extravagance. Only someone who has never relied on these four agents 

can bring to perfection the governance of the empire." 

Ashamed and ill-at-ease, Emperor Wu then asked the envoy what 

method the Fierce Beast used to attack other animals, what it ate, what its 

strength could be compared to, and what country it lived in. 

The envoy replied, "As for the Fierce Beast's origins, some 

Beasts live in Kunlun, some in Xuanpu, some in Jukuzhou, and some in 

Tianlu.65 It does not exhaust its life-span, it feeds on air and drinks dew, 

understands human speech, is humane, intelligent, loyal, and forgiving. 

As for its humaneness, it loves and protects the lower orders so that they 

are not harmed by tigers and leopards. As for its fearsomeness, with a 

single cry it can subdue a thousand men, frighten the various domestic 

animals [lit. oxen, horses, and the hundred creatures] into breaking their 

tethers, and make soldiers lose their strength all at once. As for its 

wondrousness, it can put forth wind and clouds and cough up rain and 

dew, so that the hundred demons scatter in flight and river dragons jump 

out of the way. It resides in the stables [Sa] of the Most High; it tames 

the lion, and is named Fierce Beast. Its spirit-transformations without 

constancy, it can [even] be considered the lord and master over the great 

64Xutanzhu 1 omits the rest of this paragraph, which echoes DaodejiD~ 12. 

65For Kunlun and Xuanpu, see below.~, !,it.: Tianlu, "Heaven's Highway" or 
"Heavenly Dew" as in YJQQ 26 usually mean what their names imply; I cannot find any other 
instance of the terms used as place names. 
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birdsA,f; ;moreover, it is the primal king of the juetian66 and the marshal 

of the two-horned deer (bixie). 

"Although there is only a little of the effIcacious incense, these are 

wondrous pellets for resurrection. With them one can revive those who 

die during epidemics. Those who smell it immediately come to life. Its 

fragrance is particularly strong, so that it is not used up easily. II 

Thereupon the Emperor had the envoy command the Fierce Beast 

to produce a sound, to see [for himself] what it was like. The envoy then 

directed the Beast to make a sound. It licked its lips for a while, and then 

suddenly let out a roar as loud as a great clap of thunder, and a light from 

its eyes, which flashed with the commingled brightness of lightning bolts, 

shot up into the heavens67 for a long time before subsiding. At once the 

Emperor fell over backwards, and he could not refrain himself from 

covering his ears from the noise. His attendants and guards fled in 

disarray, leaving their weapons on the ground. All the cattle, horses, 

pigs, dogs, and other domestic animals in and around [the encampment] 

snapped their tethers or left their pens; terrified, they stampeded in all 

directions for a long time before they were pacified. 

[8b] In dread of the Beast, the Emperor then had it placed in 

Shanglin Garden and ordered that it be fed to the tigers. When the tigers 

heard it approaching, they cowered Uuqu t ~ or juku.t~ ] together in 
prostration as if they were a heap of dead animals. The Beast entered the 

Garden, strolled up to the lead tiger, and urinated in its mouth. Mter it 

walked ten paces from the tiger, the Beast turned back to look, and the 

tiger promptly shut its eyes. 

The Emperor resented the disrespect in the envoy's speech and 

wished to detain him. By the next day, [however], the envoy and the 

661uetian ~{::Z: jue is a kind of monkey, but I can find no reference to juetian. 

67YIQQ 26 has ~~~ij *-- for t. «~tllJ( 
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Fierce Beast had vanished. The Emperor ordered a thorough search, but 

their whereabouts were not discovered. 

In the fIrst year of the houyuan era [88 B.C.], several hundred 

people within the walls of Chang'an became ill, and more than half of 

them died. As an experiment the Emperor took out some of the wondrous 

incense from Yuezhi and burned it inside the city. Those who had not 

been dead for more than three days all revived, and the fragrance lingered 

for three months without fading. After this he believed that it was a thing 

of the gods, but only then did he more [securely] stash away the 

remainder. This he also lost one day:68 he examined its container's seal 

and saw that it was unbroken, but the incense could not be recovered. 

The Emperor grew increasingly despondent and regretted that he did not 

tteat the envoy more politely; he also attached more value to Dongfang 

Shuo's [9&] fmal words. He felt remorse about not being diligent in 

searching for Li Shaojun,69 and he was ashamed about [the incident with] 

Wei Shuqing in the palace (?).70 The following year the Emperor passed 

away in Five Evergreens Palace. 

68Xutanzhu 1 ends this soction: "Only then did the Emperor privately stash away the 
remaining incense. One day he suddenly lost it. The next year he passed away in Five Evergreens 
PaJace." 

69According to Han Wu Joshi, section II, Li Shaojun (actually Li Shaoweng •• many 
texts confuse the two men) appeared before some envoys bearing tax tribute after his execution: 
"On the envoys' return they said that they had seen him. but the Emperor still doubted them. He 
had ShaojWl'S coffin opened. and there was nothing to be seen -- only a bamboo staff. There was 
no trail for the constables to follow" (Ou Xjaosbuo fWDcben. p. 454-5). 

7«>Beginning with the second phrase of this sentence. HY 598 and the texts in the later 
collections diverge from the text in..,11QQ 26. For this phrase tJY 598 has the following: 

,?',. ~,1fj' *(~~r~:Pf~*-
Jieting (usually written ft Ji:..... ) is the front gate Qf a ml;UlSion. Wei Shuqing is an immortal 
whose biography is recorded in Shenxian zhuauJ*' AIl\-1~ • which states that he appeared 
suddenly before Emperor Wu. After he identified him~lf and said that he came from Zhongsban, 
the Emperor offended him by saying, "If you're a resident of Zhongsban. then you're my subject. 
Come forward, let's talk." Sh'-"ling then van~ed. 

YIQQ 26 has f&,Jlf~5(~~Y:Lfl..~ . for which I can figure no translation 
except, "He was ashamed that Wei Shuqing had left again." It then ends the entire soction with 
the comment. "Had the envoy been treated with courtesy, [the Emperor] would certainly have 
benefited." 
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The incense from71 the country of Yuezhi must have been 

Quaking Sandalwood Death·Dispelling Incense from the Man·and·Bird 

Mountains. When the Emperor passed away, why did those who had 

formerly treated the envoy with courtesy not [let the Emperor] benefit by 

burning [lit using] the miraculous incense? Because it was fitting that he 

should perish. 

"Canghai Island (Azure Sea Island) is in the Northern Sea. It is three 

thousand square Ii in area, and it lies two hundred ten thousand Ii from the coast72 

It is surrounded on four sides by islands that are each five thousand Ii wide.73 

Since the water is azure, the immortals caIl it the Azure Sea. The island is covered 

with big mountains and masses of rock in the utmost profusion: 74 Eight Petrified 

Images, Petrified Brain, Petrified Cassia Blossom, liu dan huangzi (?) ~fL>-tt{J- , 

Petrified GaIl, and the like7's in more than a hundred varieties all native (sheng) to 

71The two characters 2.rb ("the vanquished") are inserted here in Shuoku, B.iliz.i 
guanshu. and the :later collections. Yuezhi was conquered during Emperor Wu's reign. 

72YJQQ 26 omits this last phrase. 

73YJQQ 26 omits the character 

74Instead of "in the utmost profusion" lj .YJQQ 26 has "which are named ... ."~-t . 
7'sExcept for Petrified Gall. all of these minerals are actually varieties of rock fungi (or 

"excrescences," in James Ware's translation) listed in BaQPuzi. "Xianyao." The ftrst, Eight 
Petrified ImagesJi/\.~ corresponds to Ge Hong's "The rock ones are semblances of mushroom 
in stone" (Ware, trj, but '?.~Iy ftve varieties in different colors r listed there. Petrified Brains 
are aetites or geodes:A R~ . Petrified Cassia Blosso~;f~ is described as resembling "a 
cinnamon [cassia] tree, but is really a rock. It is about a foot high, and the large ones are a fOOL in 
diameter. It glistens and has an acrid taste. I! is b ched. Pestle and take ~wUJd of it, and you 
will live to a thousand." Liudan hjJangzi ~~ J- (yJQQ 26qas 7~~ "1. .} ) is one 
of three things in "Xianyao":. '" t ~.,} , k. ki,L -r. 'orr t~L:i. . See James 
R. Ware, tr., . . .... .' . 

(Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press. 1966). p. 179·81. and Wang Ming, ed.. 
Baqpuzi nejpian jiaoshi, rev. ed. (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju. 1985), p. 196-7. Needham (3/651-2) 
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the island.76 The divine immortals who eat the stones live forever. In the middle 

of the island are mansions of purple stone; many tens of thousands of immortal 

officials reside in the city governed by the Nine Elder Immortals jL %Al4 

[9b] "Fangzbangzbou77 (the Square Measure Continent) is in the middle of 

the Eastern Sea. Its west, south, east, and north shorelines are exactly the same; 

each side of Fangzbang[zbou] is five thousand Ii long. This island especially is the 

place where flocks of dragons congregate. There are palaces of gold, jade, and 

crystal where the Arbiter of Fate in the Three Heavens rules. Those among the 

immortal multitudes who do not wish to ascend into the heavens all go to this 

continent, and the immortal households that receive the living charts of the Great 

Mystery.t.~ J.iii number several tens of thousands. They plow the fields 78 and 

plant mushrooms and herbs. Tax is calculated [according to] acreage just as if they 

were planting rice. There is also the lade Stone Spring, above which are the 

identifies Petrified Gall j( M as copper sulphate, which was traditionally used as a fungicide 
and medicine. 

76At this point Y1QQ's text diverges from HY 598. It reads as follows: tt••••and the 
like in more than a hundred varieties, all native to the island and eaten by the divine immortals 
there (?) ii#:ff~~~jj ll!li,Jw AJ.\ . Besides this there is in also the Circular 
Sea that surroundS the mountain; the seaWater is perfectly black and is called the Dark Sea. With 
no wind its waves are one ,thousand feet high, and it cannot be crossed. [On the mountain] live the 
Nine Elderly Viziers ...~~ 1... A.. and the Perfected King of the Nine Heavens: . 
. tL f( j. j.. Only flying immortals can reach the places where the most high perfected ones 
reside." This passage appears in slightly modified form in the Penglai section of HY 598 and the 
later texts (see below). As for the remainder of this section, Y1QQ 26 pJaces a garbled version of 
it at the end of its section on Kunlun. 

77Y1QQ 26 puts the section on Kunlun before Fangzhangzhou, Fusang, and Penglai. I 
follow the order of HY 598, Xutanzhu I, and the rest • 

.., 
78Y1QQ 26 substitutes J1 ~ for 1,,!f;} 
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palaces of the Viziers of the Nine Sources, who control and direct the world's water 

deities and the various dragons, snakes, giant whales, yin sprites, and water 

creatures. 

"Fusang79 (Propped Mulberry): ten thousand Ii beyond the eastern shore of 

the Eastern Sea, one reaches the Green Sea, which in width and vastness is equal to 

the Eastern Sea. Since its water is not salty and bitter, its color is pure green; the 

water is fragrant and pleasantly sweet. Fusang is in the Green Sea, [lOa] and it is 

ten thousand square Ii in area. On it are located the places where the Most Exalted 

Emperor and the Most Perfected Royal Father [of the East] reign.8o The land is 

heavily forested; the trees and leaves are like the mUlberry. There are also pseudo

mulberry fruit trees,81 of which the eldest measures many tens of thousands of feet 

high and more than three thousand arm spans in diameter.82 Since they grow in 

pairs that share the same roots and lean against each other, they are called "propped 

mulberry." When an immortal eats the fruit, his entire body becomes gold in color, 

791 follow YJQQ 26 for most of this section. HY 598 and the rest are rather garbled 
here; a tentative translation would read, "Fusang is on the eastern shore of the Eastern Sea. If one 
walks from the shore, after ten thousand Ii one will reach Green Sea to the east ... Fusang is in 
the Green Sea. ..." 

80Jbe other texts read, "On it are located the palaces of the Supreme Emperor and the 
place where the Most Perfected Royal Father of the East reigns." The Royal Father of the East 
(Dongwangfu) is the counterpart of the Royal Mother of the West (Xiwangmu). 

81Pseudo-mulberry ~ J ;fit : the other versions omit zl. Later on, because there 
is a contrast made between zhen and its ye (leaves), and because the immortals are described as 
eating zhen, 1 take the term to refer also to its fruit Pseudo-mulberry resembles the mulberry but 
is much larger. Its name puns with zhen J; "perfected," and its leaves and fruit were sometimes 
eaten by Daoists. 

82The other tests record that they "are more than two thousand arm-spans in 
circumference." 
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and he soars away into the empyrean. Though the trees are large, the leaves 

contrast with the fruit like the mulberry in China. The fruit, however, is sparse, 

red, and ripens only once in nine thousand years. It is uniquely sweet and fragrant. 

The earth generates purple of cassius and phosphorescent jade83 [so that they are as 

plentiful] as the tiles and stones of China.84 There are ten thousand varieties of 

transformations of the perfected immortal officials. of whom some are without 

form, and some divide their forms into one hundred bodies [that are each] one 

hundred feet tall.85 

"Pengqiu is Mount Penglai. It is on the northeast shore across the Eastern 

Sea, and is five thousand Ii in circumference.86 [lOb] Besides [this] there is also 

the Circular Sea that surrounds the mountain; the water of the Circular Sea is 

perfectly black, so it is [also] called the Dark Sea. With no wind its waves are a 

thousand feet high, and it cannot be crossed. [On the mountain] are the palaces of 

the Nine Elderly Viziers jL *:tl.... and the Perfected King of the Nine Heavens 

. jtfi..~l. Only flying immortals can reach the places where the most exalted 

perfected ones reside. 

83YJQQ 26 has 1: --i jl ~ . HY 598 substitutes 3- for)L • which I 
follow here. 

84Here China is written 111 as in Lw:l.xu. 3.5. HY 598 has 'f 1 . in repetition 
of the sentence above. ' 

. 8S~ 598 adds the characters j" . & ,;1[, ,~~ to this sentence, but the basic 
meanmg remams the same. "f 

86At this point the YJQQ 26 text, which closes with this section, begins to describe 
Mount Zhong, which according to some sources is one of the names of Kunlun, and the story of 
Yu; it then closes with the re-emergence of Dongfang Shuo and Emperor Wu. 
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"Kunlun is called Kunling.87 It is in the west to northwest of the Western 

Sea and the north to northwest of the Northern Sea. It is ten thousand square Ii in 

area,88 and it lies one hundred thirty thousand Ii from the coast. It is also 

completely surrounded by a weakwater stream. The mountain is bordered on the 

southeast by the Orchard of Jishi,89 on the northwest by the Mansion of Beihu;90 

on the northeast it faces the Well of Dahuo, and on the southwest it extends to the 

Ravine of Chengyuan.91 These large mountains on the four comers are actually the 

branches and supports of Kunlun. South of the Orchard of Jishi is where92 the 

Royal Mother told King Mu of Zhou, 'Xianyang is four hundred sixty thousand Ii 

from here:93 The mountain rises thirty-six thousand Ii above the surrounding 

87YIQQ 26 has the tautological statement, "One of the names of Kunlun is Kunlun." 

88This phrase appears only in YIQQ 26. 

89Jishi: 1l~. There are actually two mountains known by that name. Big Jishi 
Mountain is located by the source of the Yellow River in present-day Qinghai. Little lishi 
Mountain, also called Mount Tangshu R-lt..~ ,is located in Gansu. According to the BQQk 
of HistOlY, "Yu Gong" ~ t ' part 1 (found in vol. 3 of Legge, The Cbinese Classics, p. 
127; I modernize the romanIZation and punctuation): "From as far as lishi they floated on to 
Longmen on the western He; they then met, on the north of the Wei, [with the tribute bearers 
from other quarters]. Hair*Cloth and skins [were brought from] Kunlun, Zhezhi, Kousou--the wild 
tribes of the West all coming to submit [to Yu's] arrangements." 

9~eihu: -;It 1t . According to J3a.1, "Shidi", part 7: "Guzhqj~'r1, Beihu, Xiwangmu, 
and Rixia a,: --these are called the Four Tribes." Guo Pu lpJ" comments that they are 
located in the south. The area is called Beiquguo~H:R~ ~ in Shanhaijwa 10/49a-b. 

91 71\?~ ,J,"if : I cannot find any other references to these two foothills of 
Mount Kunlun. 

92YIQQ 26 adds the characters J". ~ there. 

93The sentence alludes to Mu tianzi zhuan 1JJ... J-4 .but the Royal Mother in 
that text never says these words. 
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plain. Its top [11a] has three comers, is ten thousand Ii wide, and is shaped like a 

hanging bowl (?) 111 ~ ;its base is narrow and its top wide, thus it is called 

Kunlun (High and Precarious). As for the mountain's three comers, one comer is 

due north94 and [shines with] the brilliance of a thousand stars,9S hence it is called 

Langfeng Peak. One comer is due west and is named Xuanpu HalL One comer is 

due east and is named Kunlun Palace.96 This [last] comer [of Kunlun] has heaps 

of gold which make up the Heavenly Walled City,97 which is one thousand square 

Ii in area. In the city there are five golden terraces and twelve jade towers (there are 

also walled cities on Mount Beihu and Mount Chengyuan). The gold terraces and 

jade towers illumine one another like the Gate Towers of Liujing.98 Halls of 

94YIQQ 26 omits the words ;tJc 

9SThe text here reads f J.. ,which I suspect is an error for .f1
96ntis horizontal arrangement of Kunlun's three sections contrasts with various other 

arrangements. Shuiiini zhu's 1N~ 7£. first comment quotes 'IU~ shuo l~~l;ts saying. 
"Mount KuD1un has three layers. The lower !II called Fantong ~fii. The second is called 
Xuanpu ~ lJl and is also named Langfeng r~ Jt\. The highest is Called Cengchengh~' and is 
also named Heavenly Court ''It... This is the residence of the Great Emperor," A'ccOhling to 
ll.oD.tf1.~~ (I cannot fmd the precise location), "In the wilderness of Kunlun there are three 
mountains: 'Langfeng. Banton~ • and Xuanpu," As for Langfeng itself,1JJ.ud, "Lisao" has 
the couplet, "I decided when morning came to cross the White WaterJ And climbed ~e peak of 
Lang-feng, and there tied up my steeds" (Hawkes, p, 74), ~. "Aishiming"j< f1~~r has the 
following passage: "I wanted to go to the Hanging Garden of Kun-lunJ So I plucked the flower of 
jade upon Zhong MountainJ Breaking a jewelled spray off from that precious treeJ I gazed on the 
mountains of Lang-feng and Ban-tong" (Hawkes, p. 263). 

97Heavenly Walled City J..... ~-t~ : also written ::ej fIX . Han Wudi neizhuan: 
"The Emperor was idling in Qlenghua Palace when he suddenly saw a girl approach him saying. 1 
am Wang Zideng J;.. ~ ~ of the Walled Palace.'" The preface to Du Guangting's 
Yon,chen, jixiao lu ~ ~IX 1- ~\l-I}~ (HY 560, fase. 560): "The female immortals take the 
Gold Mother as their leader; the Gold Mother takes the Walled City as her seat of government." 
Shuijin, zhu 1: "Mount Kunlun has a Walled City; its golden terraces and jade towers are all 
identical to each other," 

98Liujing~l1Mi is alluded to Lu Chui i'!1f. Shishuo mini 4~~ : "The bright 
moon of the northern wastes, Liujing at the western culmen" (Wen xuan 56), Li Shan's comment 
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luminescent green jade; mansions of carnelian florescence;99 purple, halcyon, and 

cinnabar houses; phosphorescent clouds and a candle sun; 100 vennilion clouds with 

ninefold brilliance101_- [this is the place] that is governed by the Royal Mother of 

the West and revered by perfected officials and immortal spiritual beings. 

"Above it communicates with the primal qi of the Celestial Template. It also 

spreads its power throughout the Five Phases and the Jade Balance.102 It regulates 

quotes from this p~e of The Ten Continents. The five golden terraces and twelve jade towers 
appear in Cai Dan's ~ w:Jl. description of Kunlun in Bagpuzi, "Quhuo" 11, ~'.. (Wang 
Ming ed., p. 349; Ware, p. 325). Cai Dan's description of the wildlife of Kunlun, incidentally, is 
similar to The Ten Continent's description of the wildlife on Jukuzhou, which supposedly borders 
or overlaps Kunlun. 

99Mansions of ~lian florescence ~t ~ z.i :the tenn qionghlla appears first 
in the Shijin&, "Qifeng" ll,lf ~ ,Zhlw. ~ , where it means a kind of beautiful gem or fine 
jade. Qiong often refers to fine red stone. According to the Sh.u.;M. commentary, "Qiong : 
this is a beautiful jade. Hila: this is to say that its color is bright. This stone resembles red 
(qiong) jade in color, hence it is said to be a beautiful stone." For this passage I translate it as 
carnelian (cf. Edward Schafer, "Wu Yun's 'Cantos on Pacing ~Void'" Harvard Journal of Asiatic 
Studies 41 (1981), p. 398, n. 81). Qionghlla, also written ~l.."\~ ,can also refer to a kind of 
hortensia that grows near Kunlun and confers immortality when eaten. Sima Xiangru mentions it 
in his Oarenfu J:;.... A 8-:f\"~ ,quoted in Hanshu 57b (Zhonghua shuju, p. 2598-9). Zhang Yi's 
comment reads, "The qloXg tree grows west of Kunlun on the banks of the Flowing Sand. It is 
three hundred arm-spans in circumference and is ten thousand ren tall [approximately eighty 
thousand feet]. Hila are its buds. Eaten, they confer eternal life. " 

l00phosphorescent clouds J, l' :also written! ~ and ~~1 {"' ,appear before 
an era of peace. According to the passages describing them in Taipin& yulan l they are neither 
vapor nor smoke, and th~ blend five colors. 

Candle sun ,,~~ : I suspect that this is like the ~IIY\ referred to in Han Wu 
donimin&ii 3.1: "Pongfang Shuo said,' I travelled to the North Pole and reached Mount 
Zhonghuo. The sun and moon do not shine upon it, but there is a green dragon that holds in its 
mouth a candle flame which illumines the mountain's four extremities." 

101 $- t jt-.L also writtenjL!tt : vermilion clouds with ninefold brilliance. 
In Han Wudi neizhuao Emperor Wu is said to light a Lamp of Ninefold Brilliance to await the 
coming of the Royal Mother of the West. 

102 !:~~~~,~~, ~J<t$.~t : Originally thexilanji and Yilheng, 
which are mentioned in the Book of HistOry, were ancient astronomical instruments: the 
circumpolar constellation template and the sighting-tube (see Joseph Needham, Science and 
Civilization in China, vol. 3 (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1959),~. 332-9). By the Han 
Dynasty the exact meaning of these words was forgotten; Tianxuan J:....!Ji- ,Tianji 1:...~, , 
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the Nine Heavens and adjusts yin and yang. Of all objects and creatures, it is the 

rare and the strange in particular that predominate here. [lIb] The celestial ones 

are crowded in and cannot be counted. This is the root and nub of heaven and 

earth, the handle of ten thousand measures.I03 Therefore it is that by which the 

most exalted and celebrated of mountains are established in the five directions; it 

secures the lay of the land It is called the Heavenly PillarlO4 in the Alabaster Oty, 

and it is shaped like a cylinder. All of [Kunlun's] hundred streams are extremely 

deep; river spirits reside in them. Its northern face is difficult to reach, therefore it 

is ruled by forces beyond the Phases. It cannot be described in the terms one 

would use for an ordinary hill. 

ItHence it is here that heaven and earth establish and position what is proper 

for things and images; the Sage on High observed the directions and arranged 

and Yuheng became the names of the SlarS Beta Merak. Gamma Phecda. and Epsilon Alioth in 
Ursa Major (Needham 3. 232-3). The passage might refer to these circumpolar slarS, which were 
used to determine the points at which the hour-circles, which were imagined as radiating outward 
from the North Celestial Pole. intersected the Celestial Equator (Needham 3.231). 

l03The image here seems to be that of the windlass. ~U can be understood as the 
axis or hub around which the cylinder revolves. ,~~ -fih is plainly the crank or handle. Below I 
follow YJQQ 26 for llf~ ~ •which continues the windlass imagery by comparing the Pillar of 
Heaven to a cylindrical ditim. Perhaps genniu also refers to the celestial axis of rotation and 
gang bing and ganglun to the Big Dipper. HY 598 has gangfu J~.#11\ •one of the invisible 
SlarS of the Dipper. 

The passage that follows, up to the sentence "This. then, merely touches on the 
generalities." is omitted in the ~ abbreviated version and ShaniQiDll waipo fan&pin 
QinlMDi neijioi J;. ;l1tl~~~p.~ 1. ~~t (HY 1362, fase. 1041; abridgement in YJQQ 
22). which quotes The Ten Continents extensively. Li Fengmao (p. 132) comments that the style 
also shifts to a kind of purple parallelism, and that it is probably a later addition. In fact, the first 
part of it is loosely derived from a passage in Han WOW neizhuao. 

104According to Shenyiiim& it,; ,,\~t . the Heavenly Pillar .K ~j.. is made of 
bronze and is three thousand Ii in circumference. I cannot find any other references to llJ:t~ , 
the Alabaster City. 
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things according to their fonns.1os Therefore he placed the Mysterious WindlO6 at 

the Western Culmen; he enthroned the Royal Mother in the position of kun. l07 

Kunwu rock was associated with streams and marshes;108 propped mulberry was 

planted in the Green Sea.l OO Ii was related to the essence of fire, and accordingly 

the [Fiery] Radiance Beast was born in the Yan[zhou] wilderness.110 Kan 

summarizes the multitudinous yin, hence the immortal metropolises were 

constructed on sea islands. ll1 Gen positions the famous mountains, 

lOSnus begins a passage that attempts to relate the positions of the ten continents and 
three islands with the positions of the ei~t trigrams. "Heaven and earth" correspond to the flfSt 
and eighth trigrams qian.ft! and lam Jf which correspond to northwest and southwest--the 
general direction of Kunlun--respectively. The Sage on High is Fu Xi. According to Xici zhuan 
("The Great Appendix") 2.2.1, "When in early antiquity [pu Xi] ruled the world, he looked upward 
and contemplated the images in the heavens; he looked downward and contemplated the patterns on 
earth. He contemplated the markings of birds and beasts and the adaptations to the regions. He 
proceeded directly from himselfand indirectly from objects. Thus he invented the eight trigrams in 
ortder to enter into connection with the virtues of the light of the gods and to regulate the 
conditions of all beings" (Tr. Cary F. Baynes and Richard Wilhelm, The I Chin!: or Book of 
Cban~. p. 328-9). 

l06The Mysterious Wind 1. lit is a metaphor for the Dao. 

107Kun 1'''t ,the eighth trigram. corresponds to the southwest. Its corresponding 
human relation is the mother. 

108Streams and marshes ?~\i "7f is an oblique reference to kunwu rock's origin in 
Liuzhou. which is located in the Western Sea. Ze is related to the second bigram dui jb • 
which corresponds to the west. 

l09Green Sea here is actually written ~ 7,* •the Green Ford, unlike 51 ~ above. 
Fusang (Propped Mulberry) is located in the extreme east, which is associated with the element 
wood and the founh trigram zhen i . 

110Li ~fL .the third trigram. corresponds to the south and to fue. 

lllKan tX, the sixth trigram. corresponds to the north and to water. The immortal 
metropoli probably are the cities on Canghai Island and Xuanzhou. both in the north. 
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[consequently] Peng Mountain was fIXed in the northeast.112 Sun embodies the 

primal female, which nurtures the huge trees on Changzhou. l13 

"High winds were stirred up in the place where dragons congregate,114 and 

the numinous talismans of [12a] Fissure Hill were revealed.11S Most marvelous, 

mysterious, and profound--their subtlety and divinity are difficult to completely 

fathom. 116 The retreats of the perfected ones, the locations of numinous tumuli-

within the Six Hannonies,117 how can there be only a few such places? 

''This, then, merely touches on the generalities. My vision is not broad, and 

I still cannot deliver the sacred commands of the Royal Mother and the Lady of the 

Superior Prime. 118 I once heard someone who had attained the Dao say that these 

ten continents, great mountains, and numinous hills are all the deserted cities119 of 

112(;en il, the seventh trigram. corresponds to the northeast and to mountains. 

113Sun ~ is the fifth of the eight trigrams. and it corresponds to the southeast, where 
Changzhou lies, and to the wind. 'Ibis completes the catalogue of trigrams. 

114'Ibis is probably Pangzhangzhou. 

I1Spissure Hill ~~Ji. is the state of Lu. the home of Confucius. The text seems to be 
alluding to the revelation of The Fiye TalismanS of the Numinous Treasure to the Recluse of 
Mount Bu (see Stephen R. Bokenkamp, "The Peach Flower Pont and the Grotto Passage." 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 106.1 (1986). pp. 65-77). The Recluse brought the 
scripture to King HelU of Wu, who then ordered that it be ~sented to Confucius for inspection. 
The relevant pas~e in Limlbao wufu iinuui ~1- ~\~'t~(HY 388, Casc. 183) is translated in 
the Bokenkamp artJ.cle. 

1161follow YJQQ 26 here, which adds ~J..j to the end of the sentence. 

117The Six Harmonies ~ ~ are Heaven. Earth, and the Pour Directions--in other 
words, the universe. 

118The Lady of the Superior Prime t.. i AJ..... appears in Han Wudi neizhuan, 
where she is identified as the manager of the registers of the one hundred thousand Jade Maidens in 
the Three Heavens. She sees Emperor Wu after the Royal Mother of the West's visit. 

119Deserted cities fI ~ puns on j! mysterious void. 
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the perfected immortals, and that they are now governed by divine officials. As for 

the remaining mountains and streams in their myriad varieties--there is simply no 

one who has seen them. 

"Beyond the Northern Sea there is also Mount Zhong. It is to the north of 

the North Sea, separated by a weakwater stream one hundred ninety thousand Ii 

wide. It is thirteen thousand Ii high, seven thousand square Ii in area, and thirty 

thousand Ii in circumference. More than forty varieties of jade fungi and wondrous 

herbs grow there naturally. The golden terraces and gate-towers of jade there also 

store up the primal qi; [it] is the Celestial Lord Emperor's seat of government. 

"South of Mount Zhong there is Mount Pingxie (Levelling Iniquity), to the 

north [12b] is Mount Jiaolong (River Dragons), to the west is Mount Jingcao 

(Unbending Grasses), and to the east is Mount Shumu (Bundled Wood). The four 

mountains together are Mount Zhong's branches and supports. They are three 

hundred thousand Ii taller than Mount Zhong; [together they comprise] five walled 

official districts. If one climbs one of the four surrounding mountains and gazes 

downward, only then can one see Mount Zhong. The four mountains form the 

walled district of the Celestial Lord Emperor. As for the route by which the 

immortals and perfected ones pass in and out, they follow a single road that passes 

through a cave on the southeast side of Mount Pingxie, and then120 reach [a spot] 

outside the gate on the northern slope of Mount Zhong. The Celestial Lord 

Emperor controls the mainstays of the Nine Heavens; there are none equal to him in 

120At this point. after the i'J • the YJQQ 26 text jumps to the ending of the Canghai 
Island passage. The ending of the YJQQ 26 text appears as the end of its description of Penglai. 
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nobility. The mountains naturally121 surround [his palace] as if it had four high 

walls, but in the center there is a tower looking toward Kunlun. l22 

tlIn ancient times, after Yu finished controlling the flood, he then rode a 

sedan 123 across the weakwater stream and arrived at this mountain. He 

worshipped the Emperor on High on the northern slope and attributed his great 

success to the Nine Heavens. In addition, when he traversed the Five Peaks, he 

ordered artisans to carve stone and inscribe [the mountains'] dimensions in Ii. 

Their tadpole characters [13a] were not recognizablel24 by the Han people, [but] 

the measurements in zhang, chi, and Ii [given] today were all written down in Yu's 

time. Not only were the Five Peaks inscribed, but so were all well-known 

mountains. Only the highest points of these mountains were inscribed.12S 

IIWhat you are writing now are all the places that I have seen. l26 As for the 

various spirit concourses that were mentioned by the Royal Mother, [since] these 

121I take ;j, for /J.. here. 

I 2 2 A very loose translation of Jffi 017 ~£..~ ,~y~ \\l '!l#t~~~~ -ItJ • 
. YJQQ 26 substitutes ~ for i... • Vi for A.@ • and iYA forlL . Xutanzhu 1 
substitutes J1. for.A • and~' for -tit' ,and it omits ! \), • 

123w.ding a sedan it~t is one of the magical arts of a Daoist sage. Baopuzi. 
"Xialan"ll! "{lists a numbyr ~ts related to this practice. and "Zaying" f(t~,explains. "One 
who can ride the sedan #- lttb- can roam throughout the world without bclng hindered by 
mountains and rivers" (cf. Ware, p. 258, where jiao is understood to refer to the arches of one's 
feet). It then goes on to describe three varieties of "cloud carriage." Dongfang Shuo's descriptions 
of his journeys may assume this kind of transportation. 

124FoDowing YJQQ 26, which bas ~t for;f 

12SHY 598, Xutanzhu I, and the later texts have JIJ J.U z...~,%:J ~- . YJQQ 

26 bas ~~~ ~IJ £" 111~it'. 
126ne text in Xutanzhu 1 ends here. 
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were not visited by Yu, he wrote only about the famous mountains of central 

China. 

UMy former teacher, Master Guxi,127 is a most exalted perfected official. 

He once gave me the maps of the true topographies of Kunlun, Mount Zhong, 

Mount Penglai, and the Spirit Continent.128 Long ago he came to China and 

lingered on here to transmit his knowledge to his friends. These writings are even 

more important than The Maps of the True TQpoWWhy of the Fiye Peaks.l29 The 

years of their transmission are limited, just as they were in the past. If Your 

Majesty loves the Dao and meditates on subtlety, examines your heart and turns 

inward, the Heavenly Worthies will descend and also pass on their precious 

secrets. I am a mere trifle--how could I ever begrudge something and not offer you 

everything I have? The magicians, however, regard their deeds as mysterious and 

habitually keep their teachers secret. I say that130 if their teachers' techniques are 

revealed, [13b] then their deeds will be subject to much suspicion, and that if their 

teachers are exposed, then their subtle principles will become widely known. 

hope that for now you will not reveal my opinion." 

127Master Ouxi's j;'4;y biography may be found in Lishi zhenxian tidao toQgjian 
6, p. lla (FlY 296, fase. 140), and YJQQ 110, p. 3a (FlY fase. 699). but these do not give much 
more information than what is given here. 

128Soo n. 7. 

129Maps of the True To,po(p"aphy of the Fiye Peaks 1.~jm!i1 :these 
talismanic charts were suppoJed to confer immortality. wealth, etc, to the bearer. In Han Wu 
doollminll.ii 2.18. Li Chong~:L presents them to the Emperor. In Han WuW neizhuao. the 
Royal Mother shows them to Emperor Wu. The text in HY ~28 omits the "fiv<t' and the "true" of 
the title. A work entitled Wuyue zbeoxioll tu xulun I ff!..1-tfJ ~ Jt ~ ,attributed 
to Dongfang Shoo may be found in HY 1271, rase. 1005. 

130]: follow the wording in YJQQ 26 for these two sentences. 
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Emperor Wu joyfully listened to [Dongfang Shuo's] most perfect 

descriptions. The next year he received as a sequel numerous true topographic 

maps, which he always kept close at hand.131 On the Eight Festivals132 he always 

paid official respects to the spiritual writings and also petitioned for salvation.133 

[Dongfang] Shuo spoke in jests, [but] knew in advance that the Emperor in his 

heart stilll34 manipulated ten thousand chariots and tyrannized the nobility. The 

Emperor could not help but make distinctions between friends and teachers; he 

could not help but show joy and anger. Consequently Emperor Wu could not 

completely adhere to the perfect principles [presented to him] by this man. 

131In this sentence I take 4?t to indicate "supplementary' or "sequel." YJQQ 26 
writes ~f f~ as ~~ ~,~ . 

132The Eight Festivals I'" tr were celebrated on the first day of each season, the 
solstices. and the equinoxes. 

133HY 598 has J1,.i ;fZt~tti . YJQQ 26 has ~ n~Jl~ If••• .and• 

asked that shoes be removed in their presence." 

134HY 598 has a~ tJ tt~ \~, . YJQQ 26 has b J2 ...tt \" .... "....that 
opened his mind." I take tt in the sense of ~ j/1l"tt. . N r f.!J. ~ 
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A Disset-tation Proposal in Oriental Studies: 

"The Southern Lineage in Song China" 

by Lowell Skar 

University of Pennsylvania 

The 1926 reprinting of the H20-fascicle Ming Taoist 

Canon (first printed in 1445) has made possible deeper 

and more comprehensive investigations into not only 

Taoist religious movements, but also a number of other 

areas such as alchemy, Buddhism, medicine, medieval 

Chinese society, meditation, poetry, and popular reli

gion. Since the 1930s, small groups of researchers 

from various countries have prepared the way for global 

networks of scholarly communication on Taoism and its 

diversely related areas. This expansion has been fur

ther facilitated by international conferences and 

journals begun during the last twenty years, which have 

greatly improved the coordination and dissemination of 

research. My dissertation will base itsel f on the 

Taoist Canon and the scholarship it has generated dur

ing the last sixty years, especially focusing on the 

connections between Taoism and alchemy, but considering 

them within the socio-economic, spiritual and 

intellectual contexts of Song (960-1279) and Yuan 

(1260-1368) China. I propose to investigate the 

genealogy and textual legacy of the so-called Southern 
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Lineage--a loose network of personages and texts 

strongly associated with both Taoism and alchemy--which 

was active in southeastern China during Song and Yuan 

times. 

Earlier explorers of the Southern Lineage have 

most often been interested in Taoism and alchemy, and 

have associated it in their studies with one or the 

other of these. These explorations have been brief, 

tentative and cursory. Consequently, there is no com

prehensive or precise understanding of how the per

sonages and texts of this lineage relate to the Song

Yuan socio-cultural milieu. Students of early 

chemistry were the first to take an interest in 

Southern Lineage texts and figures in modern times. 

Tenney Davis and Chao Yun-ts'ung published several 

pertinent essays in Proceedings of the American Academy 

of Arts and Sciences, (1939) vol. 73, p. 97-117; 371

399. Their interpretations of the texts as pertaining 

to laboratory alchemy are reassessed by Joseph Needham 

and others in Science and Civilization in China, vol. 

5, part 3, (1975) p. 201-203, who argue that the texts 

are better seen as part of contemplative alchemy. Page 

202 of the same volume includes a slightly expanded 

version of the Southern Lineage's genealogy that first 

appeared in Chen Guofu's Daozang yuanliu kao (1963),(p. 

441, and discussed p. 439-447). Most recently, Judith 
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M. Boltz, in her Survey of Taoist Literature, Tenth to 

Seventeenth Centuries (1987), p. 173-179, deals with 

the Southern Lineage and its legacy. These secondary 

works constitute the major writings strictly on the 

Southern Lineage, and have been excellent entry points 

for my own research on it. 

The dearth of secondary studies is not due to the 

lack of primary material. In addition to two large 

collectanea in the Taoist Canon (Schipper No. 263 ~

hen shishu (60 ch.), compo ca. 1250 and Schipper No. 

1017 Dao Shu (42 ch.), compo by 1145) which contain 

many texts attributed to Southern Lineage affiliates, 

there are more than thirty separate titles attributed 

to them scattered throughout the Canon. Other Taoist 

collections--especially the Daozang jiyao--hold further 

titles. These collections also contain hagiographic 

and genealogical material which will be supplemented by 

information from local histories outside the Canon 

relevant to these personages and the places associated 

with them. I will also use books from earlier alchemi

cal and Taoist traditions to complete the base of pri

mary sources to be used for this dissertation. 

I will approach the Southern Lineage in three ways: 

as a grouping of personages by hagiographers and 

genealogists, as a corpus of texts compiled and 

annotated by interested parties, and as a participant 
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in the social and ideological dynamics of its times. 

Each of these approaches requires different procedures, 

which I will outline here. 

The Southern Lineage will be investigated as a 

grouping of personages primarily through the critical 

reading of hagiographies, genealogies and texts. These 

writings do more than commemorate divinized individu

als. They help to establish orthodox lines of textual 

transmission in which authors include themselves, as 

active participants in communities of the faithful. 

Most hagiographies usually concretize the legitimate 

transfer of the teacher's way to a worthy disciple by 

giving an account of the teacher's transmission of a 

scripture. By gathering and coordinating the diverse 

information found in these writings, clearer relation

ships among lineage members will emerge. The critical 

comparison of this information with biographical and 

historical information in local and dynastic histories 

will result in more precise characterizations of the 

solidarity of the lineage and of its relations with 

other traditions, groups and individuals active in 

medieval China. 

Many of the texts attributed to the Southern Lineage 

af f iliates are collections of mnemonic songs and hymns 

on the theory and practice of meditative alchemy. The 

coherence of this textual corpus will be systematically 
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articulated by an analysis of the formal, stylistic, 

semantic and structural relations in certain of its 

seminal texts. Once this is done, I will closely com

pare the Southern Lineage texts to the corresponding 

features of several contemporaneous and prior tradi

tions of spiritual writings in order to better 

understand the types and degrees of their indebtedness 

with respect to these traditions. This type of analy

sis will specify the degree to which the Southern 
• 

Lineage corpus is coherent and help to indicate the 

sources and changes in the spiritual climate of Song 

and Yuan China. 

The final approach will be to situate the network 

of texts and personages which comprise the Southern 

Lineage within the social, economic, political and 

ideological transformations of Song and Yuan China. 

Analyzing the relations to such groups as Complete Per

fection Taoism, Chan Buddhism, Thunder Magicians, and 

local religious activities will lead to a clearer 

understanding of the spiritual life of that time and 

place. The broader social and economic changes and 

structures in southeastern China will be the final 

framework for comprehending the context and the role of 

the Southern Lineage. 

Because the Southern Lineage existed at a crucial 

juncture in Chinese history and because it participated 

- 124 



in more than just Taoist and alchemical traditions, a 

study of it is potentially important in several 

respects. Firstly, since it was an heir to both Taoism 

and alchemy, a study of it will elucidate whether one 

can speak of a single alchemical tradition in a 

socially meaningful sense. In addition, this disserta

tion will produce a better understanding of the changes 

in later Chinese alchemy, as well as their impact on 

the society's imagination. Thirdly, the brief but tan

talizing studies of this lineage done earlier indicate 

that further explorations in this area would be impor

tant for understanding local religious activities in 

southeastern China during Song and Yuan times. 

Fourthly, the study of this textual tradition will con

tribute to a more general understanding of the role of 

retrospectively creating legitimating lines of 

orthodoxy, a process which occurs often in Chinese his

tory. Finally, this study will contribute to the gen

eral general understanding of the Song-Yuan religious 

climate by indicating more precisely how spiritual 

practices and their practitioners are involved in 

broader socio-economic transformations. 

The primary adviser of this dissertation will be Dr. 

Nathan Sivin. Dr. Robert Hartwell and Dr. Terry 

Kleeman will also be on the dissertation committee. 
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PROPOSAL FOR DISSERTATION 

Thomas E. Smith 

For the past number of years I have been interested in doing research on the vast 

number of Six Dynasties era legends that grew up around the figures of Emperor Wu of the 

Han dynasty and the various members of his court, notably Dongfang Shuo. The bulk of 

these legends are now found in six texts: Han Wu Imshi, Dondanf: Shuo biezhuan, Han 

Wudi neizhuan and waizhuan, Shizhouji, and Han Wu bie&yo donf:minf:.ii, but additional 

legends are scattered throughout the zhiguai genre. In all there are well over one hundred 

episodes of varying lengths about Emperor Wu and his court, and they may be considered 

a distinct sub genre within zhiguai. I would now like to propose to write a dissertation 

about them. 

With the exception of the Han Wudi neizhuan, the six texts above have been little 

studied. They come up for discussion briefly in general studies on the zhiguai genre, but 

because of their narrow focus on one ruler, they are usually ignored as being less than the 

best representatives of the genre (indeed, Chinese critics of the twenties and thirties did not 

even class them as zhiguaO. They tend to be ignored also by scholars who are interested in 

zhiguai as sources of Chinese folklore. Meanwhile, three full-length studies on the Han 

Wudi neizhuan have been written by Kristofer M. Schipper in France, Kominami Ichiro in 

Japan, and Li Fengmao in Taiwan, since the importance of this text for the history of 

Daoist religion has long been realized. Nevertheless, these studies also tend to ignore the 

rest of the Emperor Wu legends, and when they do make references to the other legends, 

they repeat the conventional (and often mistaken) opinion that these legends are merely 

fragmentary, and they convey the impression that they are important only in terms of their 

relationship to the neizhuan. One of the goals of this dissertation, therefore, will be to 

present the neizhuan in the context of the other legends, and to determine the relationship of 

the Emperor Wu legends with the rest of the zhiguai genre. The second major goal of the 

dissertation will be to trace the development of the legends and attempt to explain why, 
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after the establishment of the Tang dynasty, they continued to capture the imaginations of 

poets and Daoists but lost their appeal for writers of fiction. I believe that as stories they 

failed to compare with the legends of the Three Kingdoms, with their colorful characters, 

dramatic rebellions, and depiction of the rise and fall of nations; the Emperor Wu legends 

portray an empire only at the height of its power. 

The dissertation will begin with an introductory chapter that will examine the 

legends' relationship to other Six Dynasties genres, and it will also give a general 

description of the legends and their themes in order to demonstrate their distinctive nature. 

The second chapter will provide an extensive discussion of the textual issues related 

to the six texts. Particular attention will be given to the first one, Han Wu ~ushi, because 

the textual problems of that text are extremely complex and have never been examined 

satisfactorily, and also the materials I will be citing in the course of analyzing it will be 

useful when discussing the others. Because Li Fengmao and the others have written 

exhaustively about the textual background of the neizhuan, I will present a summary of 

their arguments. 

Once the textual issues have been resolved, in the third chapter I will concentrate on 

the history of the development of the legends. My analysis will focus on three lines of 

development: (1) the early development and transformation of the myths and legends of 

Xiwangmu, (2) the development of the legends that focus on Dongfang Shuo, and (3) the 

development of the legends centering on Emperor Wu himself. 

Chapter four will concentrate on the Han Wudi neizhuan and waizhuan, which at 

one time were part of the same text. Because these have been the focus of so much 

attention, this chapter will mainly seek to coordinate the findings of Schipper, Kominami, 

and Li: each scholar has taken widely divergent paths of analysis, though there are no 

serious disagreements among them. 

Chapter five will be a brief chapter on the Shizhoyji and its ground-breaking role in 

systematizing the Daoist belief in terrestrial paradises. Comparison will be made to 
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descriptions of paradisal realms before and after the Shizhouji was written. and its 

relationship to Daoist meditation practices will be examined. 

The sixth chapter will concentrate on Han Wu biepo domW1in~i (The Record of 

Han Emperor Wu. Foreign Countries. and Cave Underworlds). a text that has been very 

poorly understood. Far from being merely a loose collection of fantastic anecdotes. it is a 

literary tour deforce, full of rich symbolism and complex literary games. My analysis will 

be based on a thorough examination of Tang and Song quotations from the text, because 

the "current" text is so poor. Using theoretical principles from Andrew Plaks' Archetype 

and Alle&oty, I will argue that the distinct patterns in its imagery and symbolism suggest a 

kind of allegory in embryonic form. 

Finally. the last chapter will discuss what happened to the legends after the Six 

Dynasties. I will describe how they became important as sources of literary allusions for 

the court poets in the early Tang dynasty. and how poets in the later part of that dynasty 

began to use them to either criticise the rulers or flout the usual conventions of poetic 

decorum and restraint. A second part of the chapter will examine how the legends 

continued to be cherished by Daoist believers. 

An appendix will provide translations of many of these materials; I hope to include 

the six primary texts as well as some additional legends. 
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Robert G. Henricks, Lao-tzu Te-Tao ching: A New 

Translation Based on the Recently Discovered Ma

wang-tui Texts. New York: Ballantine Books, 1989. 

xxxi, 283 pp. 

Alan K.L. Chan 

In his review of D.C. Lau's translation of the Lao

tzu based on the Ma-wang-tui manuscripts, 1 Henricks 

concluded that despite Lau's excellent effort, 

we remain in need ... of a translation that will 
call attention, chapter by chapter, to where these 
texts differ from transmitted, received texts (and 
from each other), and one that will place the Ma
wang-tui readings in the context of other variants 
we have for the text. 2 

Now we have that translation. Although the textual 

comparisons are not always complete, this work must be 

counted as a major contribution to Lao-tzu scholarship. 

The publisher is to be commended for having invited 

Henricks, who is not only an expert on the two Ma-wang

tui Lao-tzu manuscripts but a seasoned translator also,3 

to do the translation, and for having produced a 

beautifully printed volume. 

The book is divided into two parts. Part One 

presents for the general reader a new translation of the 

Lao-tzu, based especially on Text B of the Ma-wang-tui 

manuscripts. The translation is repeated in Part Two, 

which is "aimed at the specialist reader" (p. 3) and 

provides textual notes, explanatory comments, and the 

Chinese text of the two manuscripts as corrected by the 

author. There is also a general introduction (pp. xi

xxxi) and an excellent bibliography. 
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The introduction is intended for non-specialists. 

In plain and concise language, Henricks introduces the 

Lao-tzu, the Ma-wang-tui texts in general, and the two 

Lao-tzu manuscripts in particular. Having cautioned the 

reader that on the whole "the Ma-wang-tui [Lao-tzu] texts 

do not differ in any radical way from later versions of 

the text" (p. xv), Henricks outlines the distinctive 

features of the two manuscripts, such as the frequent use 

of grammatical particles, and the placing of the Te-ching 

(chaps. 38-81 of the standard 81-chapter version) before 

the Tao-ching (chaps. 1-37) --hence the title of this 

volume: Lao-tzu Te-Tao Ching. The introduction concludes 

with a discussion of the philosophy of the Lao-tzu. 

Henricks' treatment of the concept of Tao calls to 

mind Joseph Needham's discussion of the "organismic" and 

"feminine" orientation of Taoist thought. 4 The Tao is 

likened to a cosmic "womb lt (p. xviii) and an "uncared-for 

('uncultivated') field" (p. xx), from which all things 

spring into life. Further, Tao also nurtures and 

sustains all beings, like a mother constantly caring for 

her children. The Way, Henricks concludes, is therefore 

essentially "a feminine reality and a maternal realitylt 

(p. 	 xix). 

It is true that such metaphors as "motherlt and the 

Itsoft" figure prominently in the Lao-tzu, but it remains 

i 	 a question whether the text as a whole espouses a 

"femininelt perspective. Henricks' argument here seems 

somewhat rushed and incomplete. The Lao-tzu, according 

to a different view, does not advocate specific 

"feminine" virtues over "masculine" ones, or for that 

matter any particular value over its opposite. By 

challenging and reversing the prevalent standards and 
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values, it seeks rather to articulate a vision that 

reconciles all opposites. Roger Ames, for example, has 

for this reason argued against a "feminine" inter

pretation of the text. 5 Similarly, A. C. Graham has 

emphasized that the concept of "reversal" in the Lao-tzu 

is aimed at overcoming the dichotomy of opposites. 6 Even 

if one agrees that the Tao may be seen as a "maternal" 

reality, always providing its "children" with the 

"nutriments that are vital for life" (p. xxi), one must 

ensure that the reader does not succumb to a romanticized 

understanding of the text. Chapter 5 of the Lao-tzu, we 

must not forget, states that "Heaven and Earth are not 

humane" (Henricks' translation).7 

It is not my intention to debate the philosophy of 

the Lao-tzu here. My point is simply that students will 

benefit more if the richness and difficulty of the text 

is brought out fully into the open. The merit of a 

simplified, straightforward account should not be 

undermined, but the price may be too high if the depth of 

the Lao-tzu were sacrificed. 8 Fortunately, this problem 

does not arise in the remaining sections of the 

introduction. The discussion of the concept of 

"returning to Tao" and the question of a possible 

doctrine of immortality are handled with jUdicious care, 

bringing into view the complexity of the issues and the 

different levels of meaning that are apparent in the Lao

tzu. 

Part Two, as mentioned, contains the Chinese text of 

the two Ma-wang-tui manuscripts. The transcription is 

carefully done, preserving the older form of the Chinese 

characters and such distinctive features as the = sign 

that indicates the repetition of a character, and other 
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signs that seem to have served as punctuation marks in 

the original. 9 Yet, despite the considerable effort, 

some typographical errors remain. 10 This certainly makes 

one appreciate the difficulty involved in textual 

transmission, and the achievement of the traditional 

Chinese copyists. 

As mentioned also, the translation is based chiefly 

on Text B, except in 17 cases where Text A is more 

complete. When Text A is used, it is clearly marked on 

the top of the page. For each chapter, when there are 

lacunae in the principal manuscript, Henricks turns first 

to the other Ma-wang-tui text (indicated in the 

translation, in Part Two, by bold print), and if 

necessary to the "standard" Lao-tzu (usually the Wang pi 

version, Ssu-pu pei-yao edition; indicated by italics). 

The "Comments and Notes" to each chapter typically begin 

with a comparison of the two Ma-wang-tui manuscripts, 

followed by a comparison with the standard text,11 and 

comments on the meaning of specific lines or the chapter 

as a whole. 

The decision to simply translate the better 

preserved text is less ambitious than D.C. Lau's attempt 

to conflate the two Ma-wang-tui texts and to reconstruct 

the "original" Lao-tzu. But, it avoids the problems of 

textual reconstruction that drew criticism to Lau's 

translation. 12 For example, in chap. 37, Lau takes the 

phrase pu-ju ("not disgrace") as a variant for pu-yii 

("not desire"), which is found in the "received" text; 

but, as W. Boltz has pointed out, there is insufficient 

evidence to accept the identification. 13 Henricks, 

wisely, translates what is found in the Ma-wang-tui texts 

and explains the difference in the notes to this chapter. 
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In this connection, I am thus rather surprised that 

Henricks decided to change the phrase yu-yu che ("one who 

has desires ll ) in chaps. 24 and 31 to read, in accordance 

with later versions, yu-tao che ("one who has the Way"). 

The Lao-tzu, no doubt, generally emphasizes the need to 

curb or even eliminate one's selfish desires, and the 

apparent positive meaning of "one who has desires ll in 

these chapters seems to contradict that basic insight. 

still, I feel uneasy about emending the text on this 

basis alone. The fact that the phrase yu-yu che appears 

in two chapters and in both manuscripts (in chap. 24; 

chap. 31, Text B, has a lacuna at this point) seems to 

favour the unlikelihood of a copy error. The words tao 

and vY are clearly distinguished in other chapters (e.g., 

see chaps. 1, 15, 34, 37, 46, 77, where they appear 

together) . 

In chap. 3, to pursue this question further, we do 

read that lithe government of the sage" seeks to weaken 

the "ambition" (chih ~ ) of the people; but, in chap. 

33, as Henricks himself argues, the phrase "to go forward 

with strength is to have ambition" suggests "a good way 

to have ambition as opposed to what that normally means ll 

(p. 252). In other words, like chih, the word vY may 

also have a positive meaning. On two occasions, the 

tzu describes the sage as one who "desires not to desire" 

(chaps. 57 and 64). At one point, the Taoist sage is 

made to say that "But my desires alone differ from those 

of others" (chap. 20, line 23). In chap. 61, large and 

small states are said to have their own natural desires. 

Chap. 1, too, addresses the question of desires. 

Henricks' translation of Text A, lines 5-6 ( 0 't~ -k. ,:,~"*-. 

t!:. ;~ it #. dY. 1'1 ~ ~.t. e. l':J... ;,it ~ It.;- oif(.), reads: 
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Therefore, those constantly without desires, by 
this means will perceive its subtlety. 
Those constantly with desires, by this means will 
see only that which they yearn for and seek. 

As Henricks acknowledges, "the word 'only' [in line 6] is 

not found here in the Chinese, and some read lines 5 and 

6 as both positive things the Taoist should do (i.e., he 

sees things completely only by both having and not having 

desires)" (p. 188). Thus, D.C. Lau translates: "Hence 

constantly rid yourself of desires in order to observe 

its subtlety;/But constantly allow yourself to have 

desires in order to observe what it is after. ,,14 Coming 

back to chaps. 24 and 31, I think a case can be made for 

maintaining the reading of yu-yu che; perhaps later 

interpreters could not understand how "desires" could 

have a positive meaning and changed the word to Tao. 

Before I try to "improve" on other aspects of 

Henricks' work, as reviewers are allowed to do, it must 

be said that what we have here is a translation of the 

highest quality. Although in most cases it is not 

radically different from the translations of Wing-tsit 

Chan and D.C. Lau, I often find Henricks' wording 

preferable. What is to me even more important is that 

the translation is carefully explained and defended. For 

example, Henricks' translation of chap. 62, lines 4-6, 

reads: 

Beautiful words can be bought and sold; 

Honored deeds can be presented to others as gifts; 

(Even with) things that people regard as no good-

will they be rejected? 


The translation of line 6 is highly unusual. Most 

commentators would take the phrase jen chih pu-shan Jl ~ 
-=3"... ! in the first half to mean "unworthy men," but 
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Henricks' reading of these lines in terms of "gifts" that 

can be presented to others seems persuasive (p. 146). 

Similarly, in chap. 79, line 3, Henricks convincingly 

argues that the reading in Text A, "Therefore the Sage 

(holds) the right tally," is the correct one, even though 

Text B agrees with the standard text in having "left 

tally." Lau takes Text B to be the correct reading, but 

no explanation is given. 

Another instructive example in this regard is chap. 

8, line 2. Text Breads: .1K' *~ \~ ~m ,fo ~ t. Where Text 

B has yu-cheng ~ t ,Text A has yu-ching ~ ~t , and 

later versions have pu-cheng -;S, t Henricks takes the 

standard reading and translates, "Water is good at 

benefiting the ten thousand things and yet it (does not) 

compete (with them) ." In this instance, I am incl ined to 

disagree with him, and would take Text A's yu-ching as 

the correct reading, but his translation is nonetheless 

well defended. 1s The only exceptions are chaps. 27 and 

41. In chap. 27, line 8, the possible but unusual 

translation "Doubly Bright" is not explained. I believe 

Lau's "following one's discernment" is closer to the 

meaning of ~ a~ (Text A: ,; tlJj ) .16 In chap. 41, line 17, 

the phrase t' ien-hsiang -1::... ~ is emended to read ta

hsiang ("Great Image") without explanation. 

In a couple of places, Henricks' translation appears 

inconsistent. In chap. 39, line 6, the word cheng .if. is 

translated "ordered and secured," but in chap. 45, line 

10, in an almost identical phrase, the same word is 

rendered "ruler." Wing-tsit Chan has "ruler" in both 

places, and Lau is also consistent in taking cheng to 

mean "leader" here. In chap. 62, line 4, mei-yen t. ~ 
is translated "beautiful words"; in chap. 81, line 2, it 
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becomes "showy words." In chap. 30, the word ch'iang is 

translated differently in lines 2 ("commit violence"), 6 

("strength"), and 11 ("using force"). Lau's "strong" and 

"strongest" and W. T. Chan's "dominate" are consistent and 

bring out more clearly the contrast between these lines. 

Three parallel questions are raised in chap. 44, 

lines 1-3; Henricks translates: 

Fame or your body--which is more dear? 

Your body or possessions--which is worth more? 

Gain or loss--in which is there harm? 


The last line may be changed to read "Gain or loss-which 

is more harmful?" so as to maintain the parallelism of 

lines 1-3. The word "travel" in chap. 12, line 3 ("Goods 

that are hard to obtain pose an obstacle to one's 

travels"), seems too literal for hsing ~t in this 

context. Lau's translation of the second half reads: 

"Serve to hinder his progress." I would also hesitate to 

translate It ~~ (i. e. , a .ki-) in chap. 66 as precisely "one 

hundred valleys." On the whole, it is fair to say that 

Henricks has tried to provide a relatively "literal" 

translation of the Ma-wang-tui Lao-tzu. 

Finally, I note the following misprints. Chap. 61 

(p. 144): line 5 is "grammatically more precise" than 

what is found in the standard text, not line 4 as 

reported in the "Comments and Notes." The boldface in 

chap. 67, line 13, is a misprint; it should have been 

applied to the word "therefore" in line 11, where Text B 

has mistakenly written kan.f.l.. for ku at this point. 

Similarly, the boldface in chap. 9, line 5, is obviously 

a misprint. Chap. 70, comments on line 5 : Text B, not 

A, agrees with the standard text; Text A is unique in 

reversing the words tsung and chun. Note also that the 
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first person pronoun wo is probably left out by mistake 

in Text B, line 7. Text A has a lacuna here, but judging 

from the number of characters that seem to be missing, it 

should have the extra word wo; the word "me" should have 

been printed in italics in the translation. Chap. 64, 

line 9: Henricks points out that Text A has pai-jen or 

"eight hundred feet"; it should have been made clear that 

jen may mean seven instead of eight "feet" (chI ih) in 

ancient China. 

Notes 

1. Chinese Classics: Tao Te Ching (Hong Kong: 

Chinese University Press, 1982). The two silk manuscripts 

of the Lao-tzu discovered in 1973 at Ma-wang-tui, 

identified simply as Text A and Text B, are generally 

dated to the third and second centuries B. C . The 

evidence, Henricks writes, suggests that "Text A was 

copied sometime before the reign of Liu Pang [206-194 

B.C.], while Text B was copied during it" (p. xv). 

2. Journal of Asian Studies, 44 (1984): 179-80. 

3. In addition to the ten or so articles on the Ma

wang-tui Lao-tzu, Henricks has also published two works 

of translation: Philosophy and Argumentation in Third

century China: The Essays of Hsi Klang (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1983), and The Poetry of Han

shan (Cold Mountain): A Complete, Annotated Translation 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989). 

4. Science and Civil isation in China, vol. 2 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), pp. 33ff. 
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5. "Taoism and the Androgynous Ideal," Historical 

Reflections, 8 (1981): 21-45. 

6. Disputers of the Tao (Illinois: Open Court, 

1989), p. 228. D.C. Lau, in an earlier essay, "The 

Treatment of Opposites in Lao-tzu" (Bulletin of the 

School of Oriental and African Studies, 21 [1958]: 344

60), discusses five different theories on this question. 

7. Henricks points out in his discussion of chap. 

5 that there are two common interpretations of this line. 

The "soft" interpretation suggests that everything, 

including Heaven and Earth, plays "a necessary role in 

the grand cosmic scheme," whereas a "tough" reading would 

argue that Heaven and Earth are "ruthless in regarding 

people and things as pawns in a game" (p. 196). Henricks, 

presumably, would feel more at home in the former camp. 

8. There are a number of minor difficulties in the 

introduction as well. For example, while Henricks draws 

attention to the problem of authorship, the term Lao-tzu 

and Lao-tzu are used interchangeably without explanation. 

While on p. xi, in agreement with Arthur Waley, the title 

Tao-Te Ching is translated The Book of the Way and Its 

Power, the word te is translated consistently as "virtue" 

throughout the book (except in chap. 65, where it is 

rendered "kindness"). Henricks does explain that te is 

used in the Lao-tzu in two senses: a "life-energy" or 

"power" in things, and "virtue in the sense of morality" 

(p. xix). This is important, but a further comment 

distinguiShing te as "life-energy" from chli ("breath") 

seems appropriate. A reference to the fact that some 

scholars have objected to the use of the word "its" in 

translating the title Tao-Te Ching would also have been 
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helpful. A.C. Graham, for example, prefers "Classic of 

the Way and of Potency" (Disputers of the Tao, p. 216; 

emphasis added). The difficulty becomes more apparent 

when we consider the new title, Te-Tao Ching: Can one, 

indeed, translate, "The Book of Power and Its Way"? On 

p. xii, "former Han" should be changed to "Former Han," 

and the dates of the Dynasty are mistakenly given as "206 

B. C. -A. D. 5." 

9. I have compared Henricks' transcriptions with 

the Ma-wang-tui Han-mu po-shu, vol. 1 (Peking: Wen-wu 

ch'u-pan-she, 1980). Several mistakes in the latter have 

been corrected. In chaps. 66 and 68, for example, the 

word ching~" in Text A of the 1980 edition is corrected 
, ~ 

to read cheng ~~. In chap. 27, Text B, Henricks has 

~~ , whereas the Ma-wang-tui mistakenly reads *~. The 

1980 edition of the Ma-wang-tui Lao-tzu is the only one 

at my disposal; Henricks has made use of other editions 

as well. I should also point out that while an attempt 

was made to preserve the older form of the Chinese 

characters as they appear in the manuscripts, there are 

some inconsistencies. In chap. 77, Text A, the older 

form of the word jan ~ is correctly transcribed, but 

the modern form p~, is used in chaps. 51 and 17. (Note 

that the form ~ is also used for the word chi ~ ; 

e.g., in chap. 54.) In chaps. 66 and 72, Text B, the 

older form ~~ is preserved, but in chap. 53, the modern 

form)lt is used. If I may make one more suggestion, it 

would be most helpful if Chinese characters were provided 

in the "Comments and Notes" and "Additional Notes," when 

variants and differences from the standard text are being 

discussed. No doubt, this would increase production cost 

by quite a bit. If the publisher agrees to include extra 
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Chinese characters in a second edition, would Henricks 

perhaps consider putting at least some variants in the 

transcription as well? For example, because the word 

chih ~ appears so frequently in the text, the first 

line of chap. 57 J,~ jf,. L ~ may prove confusing to some 

readers. By adding the word chih;S , in parenthesis, 

to the transcription, any potential difficulty would have 

been eliminated. 

10. The following typographical errors may be 

noted. Chap. 50, Text B, column 2: the second sheng in 

the phrase \1il &"':£ :!.. should be deleted. Chap. 51, Text 

A, column 5: the word 'W should be changed, jUdging from 

the photograph in the 1980 edition, to ~ , despite the 

fact that D.C. Lau also suggests that Text A here reads 

W. Chap. 62, Text B, last column: -k -t is a mistake for 

+.... r . Chap. 75, Text B, last column: the word V,( should 

be added before *i 1~. Chap. 1, Text B, column 1: add 

e afteril, Oj~ (cf. p. 271, n. 107). Chap. 6, Text B, 

column 2:~..fr is a misprint for -ir~. Chap. 11, Text 

B, column 3: add ,),:/, after ~ ~ ; Lau is also mistaken in 

suggesting that Text B does not have the word i. Chap. 

13, Text A, last column: change OJ to Ia~ ; the A copyist 

seems to have made a mistake here. Chap. 14, Text A, 

column 3: three characters, not two, are missing here. 

Chap. 16, Text B, column 4: two characters, not one, seem 

to be missing. Chap. 37, Text A, column 2: delete ~ )A 
-ru ; i. e., add three more missing characters. Chap. 45, 

Text B, column 2: the word :t1t!. should, I think, be 

changed to 1~ ,although both D.C. Lau and Ma-wang-tui 

(Appendix: Comparison with the Fu I text) have ~J:h. In 

the main text, Ma-wang-tui has t~. Chap. 40, Text A, 

column 2: I am not certain if in fact ten characters are 
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missing. Similarly, although I think Henricks is right, 

it may be argued that 16, and not 15, characters are 

missing from chap. 63, Text B, columns 3-4. Finally, the 

word men" is quite obviously a mistake in chap. 20, 

Text B, column 8; delete, or an explanation is necessary. 

11. For a detailed comparison, one would have to 

consult Henricks' more specialized studies on the Ma

wang-tui Lao-tzu manuscripts. The comments here will be 

very useful to the majority of readers, but may 

disappoint a few specialists. For example, while I agree 

with Henricks in taking the word kua t~ in chap. 10, 

line 4 to mean huo H; , I would have added that according 

to Lu Te-ming's ching-tien shih-wen, the Ho-shang Kung 

text also has huo. Often the Ma-wang-tui reading would 

agree with the Fu I text and the Yen Tsun text, but 

differs from the standard Wang Pi version; for practical 

reasons, this kind of detailed textual comparison is 

understandably not included in the comments. 

12. See the review of Lau's translation by William 

Boltz, "Textual Criticism and the Ma-wang-tui Lao-tzu,1I 

in Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 44 (1984): 185

224. 

13. Boltz, "Textual Criticism," p. 218. 

14. Lau, Chinese Classics, p. 267. In this case, 

Lau's translation seems stronger. The reading that I find 

most attractive takes chiao 0ll.. as a variant for a word 

meaning "bright" or "dazzling." See Henricks's discussion 

on this point (p. 272, n. 108). 

15. More precisely, Henricks takes yu-cheng to be 

an error for fu-cheng ~ ~ (see pp. 202, 272, n. 117). 
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Where later versions have RY ~, , the Ma-wang-tui texts 

often have fu. Nevertheless, I find Boltz's and Lau's 

argument on this line more persuasive; see Boltz, 

"Textual criticism," pp. 199-200, and Lau, Chinese 

Classics, p. 171. Another good example is chap. 39, 

where Henricks defends (pp. 267-68, n. 41) the standard 

reading of lines 8-12 against Boltz's interpretation in 

the light of the Ho-shang Kung commentary. See Boltz, 

"Textual criticism," pp. 220-24, and "The Lao tzu Text 

that Wang Pi and Ho-shang Kung Never Saw," Bulletin of 

the School of oriental and African Studies, 48 (1985): 

493-501. 

16. Also See Boltz, "Textual Criticism," p. 203. 
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