
13Shamanic Origins

Figure 1.1. The Pace of Yü. Also called the Steps of Yü. From the T’ai-
shang chu-kuo chiu-min tsung-chen pi-yao (The Great One’s True Secret
Essentials of Helping the Nation and Saving the People). The pattern on
the right—called the Steps of the Celestial Ladder—is used to lift the
dancer up to the sky. The pattern at the foot of the illustration traces the
configuration of the Northern Bushel (the Big Dipper)—a pattern used to
take the dancer to the Northern Bushel stars. In the pattern at top left—the
spiral—the dancer starts at the outermost part of the circle and spirals pro-
gressively toward the center—traveling to the North Pole Star and the
Northern Bushel stars. The inscription (center) reads, Method of Walking
the Earth’s Pattern and Flying Through the Celestial Net.
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35Transformation into Organized Religion

old Wu and Yüeh cultures that had survived even after these king-
doms met their end in the late Spring and Autumn Period.

Using talismanic water to heal the sick, Chang Tao-ling won a
large following in Szechuan and the southern regions of China. Talis-
manic water is water that contains the ashes of a talisman that was
burned ceremonially. The talisman is a strip of yellow paper with a
special script written on it in red (fig. 3.1). Most of the scripts are
incantations or invocations of spirits and deities. This is how the
power of the deity is channeled into the talisman. When a sick per-
son drinks talismanic water or is sprinkled with it, the power of the
deity will enter the patient and fight off the malevolent spirits that
cause the illness.

Chang Tao-ling organized a religion around himself, invested Lao-
tzu with the title T’ai-shang Lao-chün (the Great Lord on High),
and he and his descendants became the cult’s leaders. This religious
movement was named the Way of the Five Bushels of Rice, because

Figure 3.1. An example of a Ling-pao talisman of healing, from the T’ai-
shang tung-hsüan ling-pao su-ling chen-fu (The Great One’s True Basic
Spirit Talismans of the Mysterious Cavern). The group of talismans on the
right is for curing children’s intestinal problems and constipation; the mid-
dle group is for curing gonorrhea; the group on the left is for curing fevers.
Used by the Celestial Teachers.
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56 History of Taoism

back, because their appearances are indicators of the state of health.
If the images are not radiant, vivid, and colorful, it means that the
body is weak and ill. Many lesser spirits protect each part of the body
down to each joint and pore. Health and longevity require all the
deities and spirits to be bright and clear.

Monsters also reside in the body. They live in the cavities near the
three gates along the spine. Each gate is associated with a tan-t’ien
and controls activity in it: the upper gate controls access to the upper
tan-t’ien, the middle gate to the middle tan-t’ien, and the lower gate
to the lower tan t’ien (fig. 4.1). If the gate is locked, energy will not
be gathered in that tan-t’ien. The monsters have the ability to close
the gates and affect the level of energy in the tan-t’iens. According
to Shang-ch’ing belief, the monsters thrive on our desires and the
grains we eat. Therefore, to eradicate the monsters, the Shang-ch’ing

Figure 4.1. The three monsters in the body, from Yi-men ch’ang-sheng
pi-shu (Chen Hsi-yi’s Secret Methods of Longevity). These pictures are
based on descriptions of the three monsters described in the Shang-ch’ing
texts. Left to right: The monster of the upper cavity, of the middle cavity,
and of the lower cavity. The cavities are situated at the three gates along
the spinal column.
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60 History of Taoism

This is called fei-hsing, or flying in the sky. In this stage, the adept is
said to be walking the patterns of the stars.

In the Shang-ch’ing practice of celestial travel (figs. 4.2, 4.3), these
two stages are not necessarily both performed: sometimes the adept
simply steps up to the stars, sun, or moon and stays there to absorb
the celestial energy before returning to earth; at other times, the
ascent is the beginning of a journey through the constellations. The
two parts of the celestial journey are distinct, requiring different in-
cantations, petitions, talismans, and preparatory actions.

The preparations for the celestial journey are elaborate. First,
there are certain days of the year when the journey should be taken.
Most of them coincide with major seasonal markers such as the equi-
noxes and the solstices and with the new and full moon. Second, the
adept must perform rites of purification before taking the journey;

Figure 4.2. Shang-ch’ing adept visualizing the pattern of the Northern
Bushel stars, from the Wu-shang hsüan-yüan san-t’ien yü-t’ang ta-fa (The
Incomparable Mysterious, Original Great Methods of the Jade Hall of the
Three Celestial Realms). Right: Visualizing the Northern Bushel enveloping
the body. Center: Keeping the Northern Bushel inside the mouth. Left:
Climbing the Celestial Ladder to the Northern Bushel constellation.
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61Rise of Mystical Taoism

Figure 4.3. Dances of flight, from the Wu-shang Hsüan-yüan san-t’ien
yü-t’ang ta-fa (The Incomparable Mysterious, Original Methods of the Jade
Hall of the Three Celestial Realms). Left: Audience with the celestial spir-
its, going beyond the world of spirits and celestial guards. Center: The sub-
tle gait for journeying in the three realms (Jade Pure, Great Pure, and High
Pure). Right: Walking on the wind.

this includes abstaining from meat, grains, and sexual activity. Third,
an altar is built and offerings are made to the celestial deities. This
is followed by the ritualistic drawing of talismans, and eating them.
Fourth, in a secluded and quiet place, the practitioner draws talis-
mans on the ground to protect the area where he or she will leave
the body when the spirit flies to the sky. If the body is left un-
guarded, animals or malevolent spirits may harm it and the spirit will
have no shell to enter when it returns from its celestial journey. Fi-
nally, there is a series of visualizations (fig. 4.2) of the celestial dei-
ties, petitions, incantations, and dancing, followed by specific
patterns of inhalation and exhalation, swallowing of saliva, and the
knocking of teeth. When the procedures are completed, the adept
rises to the celestial realm.

Leaving the earth and stepping up to the celestial bodies is the
more elementary form of the two stages of the celestial journey. The
spirit needs only to leave the body of the practitioner to be received
by the guardian deities of the celestial entity that it is going to. After
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69Development of Alchemical Taoism

Figure 5.1. Wei Po-yang with
apprentice, alchemical cauldron,
and dog.

The most important principle in the process of creation and re-
newal is the copulation of yin and yang. The concrete manifestation
of yin and yang is water and fire; thus, knowing how to use fire and
water and when to apply heat and when to cool are crucial to culti-
vating energy and renewing life. Life is renewed when impurities in
the body are purged. Similarly, a pill or elixir of immortality is cre-
ated when the appropriate substances are refined and compounded.
Tempered by heat and purified by the rising vapor of water exposed
to fire, the alchemist is said to be reborn in the cauldron and em-
braced by the Breath of the Tao.

Success in the alchemical endeavor depends on the quality of the
furnace, the bellows, and the cauldron (fig. 5.2). A good furnace
is needed to provide fires that are hot enough for tempering the
ingredients; efficient bellows are required to produce accurate tem-
peratures at different stages of refining; and a leak-proof cauldron is
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70 History of Taoism

Figure 5.2. The alchemical fur-
nace and cauldrons, from the Hsiu-
chen li-chien miao-t’u (The Subtle
Illustrations of Experiences on Cul-
tivating the Real). At top is a fur-
nace with a cauldron and sword on
top. The two animals, a phoenix and
a dragon, are copulating. From their
union, the Golden Elixir emerges.
The lower sketch shows examples of
two furnaces. Between the furnaces
are three alchemical substances (left
to right): mercury, the elixir, and
lead.

needed to contain the substances after they have been purified. In
external alchemy, these items refer to laboratory equipment, but in
internal alchemy, furnace, bellows, and cauldron have physiological
equivalents.

The furnace generates yang fire, or vital energy, and it is driven by
the yin power of water or generative energy. (see chapter 8 for a
discussion of yin and yang.) Using the bellows is applying the breath
to fan the inner fire to produce the heat necessary for transforming
vital energy into vapor (ch’i). The cauldron is the location in the
body where energy is refined and collected. When the impurities are
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78 History of Taoism

Figure 5.3. The furnace and
cauldron in the body of the internal
alchemist, from Nei-wai-kung t’u-
shuo (Illustrations of Internal and
External Methods of Cultivation),
collected by Hsiao T’ien-shih. The
drawing is titled ‘‘Picture of Light
Radiating in All Directions.’’ The
three-legged cauldron symbolizes
both the furnace and cauldron of
the lower tan-t’ien; the crescent
moon is the middle tan-t’ien; and
the disk on the head is the ni-wan
(mud ball) cavity. The practitioner
is holding the orbs of the Red Raven
and the Jade Rabbit, which are the
essence of yang and yin, respec-
tively. The writing (top), translated,
reads, ‘‘Cavities: the openings of the
three cavities; inside the cavities are
subtleties; when the subtle cavities
are visible, this is called light radiat-
ing in all directions.’’

Of the internal alchemists of the Sung dynasty, Wang Ch’ung-
yang was the one most influenced by Confucianism. Virtue, honor,
and other Confucian values formed an important part of his teach-
ings. Chang Po-tuan, by contrast, was less influenced by Confucian
codes of behavior. More pragmatic in his approach to the techniques
of longevity, he considered sexual techniques viable in the early
stages of cultivating the body. Wang Ch’ung-yang, to the contrary,
did not consider sexual alchemy to be a legitimate technique.

After Chang Po-tuan’s death, his students founded the southern
branch of the Complete Reality School. An opposing northern
branch was founded by Wang Ch’ung-yang’s student Ch’iu Ch’ang-
ch’un. Toward the end of the Sung dynasty, internal alchemists like
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84 History of Taoism

Figure 6.1. Ch’iu Ch’ang-ch’un,
one of the Seven Masters of the
Complete Reality School. Picture
courtesy of the White Cloud Mon-
astery in Beijing.

teacher, Liu Hai-ch’an, was a student of Lü Tung-pin; thus, Chang’s
teacher was a fellow student of Wang Ch’ung-yang’s.

Differences already existed between Wang Ch’ung-yang’s form of
Taoism and that of Liu Hai-ch’an. Thus, the division of the Com-
plete Reality School actually occurred in the generation before
Chang Po-tuan. These divergent forms of Complete Reality Taoism
were formed right from the beginning, when Liu Hai-ch’an and
Wang Ch’ung-yang both learned from Lü Tung-pin. When the two
systems of teachings were transmitted to Chang Po-tuan and Ch’iu
Ch’ang-ch’un, the two branches of Complete Reality Taoism were
officially recognized. Taoist historians now identify Ch’iu Ch’ang-
ch’un’s northern branch as the Lung-men (Dragon Gate) sect and
Chang Po-tuan’s southern branch as the Tzu-yang (Purple Yang)
sect.

Several major differences exist between the two branches of Com-
plete Reality Taoism. First, Wang Ch’ung-yang placed more impor-
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89Synthesis

Ming emperors and the common citizens were probably not inter-
ested in how Chang San-feng’s methods of cultivating body and
mind differed from those of the Lung-men sect: what mattered to
them was that these individuals had magical abilities and power.
Sects were therefore free to develop, and their rise and fall were tied
to the power and charisma of their leaders.

The most famous of the chen-jen of the Ming dynasty was Chang
San-feng (fig. 6.2). Most people know him as the originator of t’ai-
chi ch’uan, the set of slow-moving exercises for cultivating health
and circulating internal energy, but Chang San-feng was also an ex-
pert in herbal medicine and wrote treatises on internal alchemy. His
form of internal alchemy emphasized cultivating the body and fa-
vored techniques of moving over nonmoving meditation. Chang
San-feng was respected and honored by several Ming emperors, and
the Wu-tang-shan sect established by his students even today has
wide influence in Hupei and Shensi Provinces in central China.

In the late Ming, a division within the Lung-men sect created
the Wu-Liu sect, named after Wu Chung-hsü and Liu Hua-yang.

Figure 6.2. Chang San-feng, pa-
triarch of the Wu-tang-shan sect
and originator of t’ai-chi ch’uan.
The caption reads, ‘‘Chang the Im-
mortal, who understands the subtle-
ties and reveals the mysteries.’’
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104 Systems of Taoism

from everyday mishaps, and they are worn by many Chinese chil-
dren. When I was a child, I wore one all the time. Talismans placed
over a window or on a bedroom door will protect only when the
person is in that room.

Houses can be protected by placing the appropriate talisman of
protection on the front door or over the doorway of the house. If
there is a shrine in the house, the talismans are framed in a glass
case and placed beside the deity who is enshrined. Some talismans
are powerful enough to protect not only the household but also the
household’s livestock.

Other objects that can protect a household are mirrors and minia-
ture weapons. A mirror hung over a doorway is designed to reflect
away anything that is harmful. Any round mirror can be used, but a
mirror with a pa-k’ua pattern on its rim is preferred (fig. 7.1), because

Figure 7.1. Kun-lun talismans of
protection. These talismans are
called pa-k’ua talismans. They in-
voke the power of the pa-k’ua—the
trigrams surrounding the t’ai-chi
(the yin-yang symbol) in the two tal-
ismans. The talisman on the right is
the kind used to protect a house,
and the one on the left is used to
ward off destructive forces.
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105Magical Taoism

the pa-k’ua on the object increases its power. Sometimes, miniature
weapons (for example, a pair of swords or a spear) are hung over the
doorway to fight off malevolent or mischievous spirits that are trying
to enter the house. These weapons have enhanced power if they are
wielded by warrior deities. A picture of a warrior deity wielding a
weapon is a very powerful protection object (fig. 7.2).

All talismans and objects of protection must be activated by a
magician or sorcerer with the appropriate ceremony. One can get
already activated talismans and objects in temples or one can invite
a Taoist magician to draw and activate them in one’s house.

blessing

The most popular kind of blessing is a petition for health and
longevity. These petitions are generally made to the North Pole Star
and the celestial deities of the Northern Bushel. Petitions for bless-

Figure 7.2. Celestial Teachers talisman invoking warrior deities, from the
T’ai-shang san-wu cheng-i meng-wei lu (The Central Orthodox Register of
Talismans of the Great One, the Three (Primal Ones), and the Five (Em-
perors). The warriors are described as commanding thirty million celestial
soldiers. The talisman invokes them to enter the body of the individual to
protect him.
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111Magical Taoism

Figure 7.3. Talisman used to endow a sword with the power to pierce and
ward off evil spirits, from the T’ai-shang hsüan-t’ien chen-wu wu-shang
chang-chün lu (The Register of Talismans of the Great One of the Mysteri-
ous Heaven, the Incomparable General). The talismanic script is depicted
in the center of the illustration. The patterns at top and bottom are symbols
of the constellations, used to invoke the power of the celestial armies.

by a sword mudra, (fig. 7.6) is then given. Power from the deities, all
the good spirits, and the sorcerer are concentrated and directed at
the malevolent spirit to wipe it out of existence.

If the malevolent spirits are powerful, the sorcerer will be forced
to engage in a series of battles before the spirit can be dissolved,
captured, or even driven away. In such a case, elements are sum-
moned, and deities and spirits are invoked. Warrior deities are gener-
ally preferred, but sometimes when the malevolent spirits are
cunning, deities and spirits with superior cunning are called.

exorcism

Exorcism is another form of combat against supernatural forces,
but it differs from fighting malevolent spirits because in exorcism
the sorcerer’s opponent is not necessarily malevolent. The goal of
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112 Systems of Taoism

Figure 7.4. Ling-pao talismans and dances of power for fighting evil spir-
its and malevolent ghosts, from Ling-pao wu-liang tu-jen shang-ching ta-fa
(The Limitless Highest Scripture and Great Method of Deliverance). The
talisman and pattern of steps to the right of center are used to destroy
malevolent spirits and ghosts; the set to the left of center is used to capture
and bind them. In both dances of power, the practitioner begins the steps
of the dance from the bottom of the star pattern.

exorcism in Magical Taoism is not to destroy the ghost but to prevent
it from doing mischief in the future. This can take the form of edu-
cating, placating, or rehabilitation.

Many ghosts are mischievous or disgruntled because their former
manifestation was killed wrongfully or mistreated. Ghosts of mur-
dered people and soldiers who died in war are especially discon-
tented. They may haunt a place or possess a person to vent their
anger.

In exorcising a ghost from a location, the sorcerer prepares an altar
at the haunted site. On the altar are talismans of exorcism (fig. 7.7),
a sword made of copper coins, and a bowl of chicken’s blood. Some-
times, dog urine is also used. The sorcerer begins the incantations
that will draw the ghost or spirit out from its hiding place. Next,
the sorcerer captures the ghost by throwing the coin-sword, flaming
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Figures 7.5. and 7.6. Mudras
(hand gestures) used to destroy evil
spirits, as described on page 110.
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114 Systems of Taoism

Figure 7.7. Kun-lun talisman of
exorcism. The talisman invokes the
power of the thunder spirit and the
patron deity of exorcism. The trian-
gular symbol with a horizontal line
at its apex (bottom right) is used to
enhance the power of the talisman.

talismans, chicken’s blood, or dog urine at it—actions that freeze the
ghost while the sorcerer speaks words telling it never to haunt the
realm of the living. Sometimes, offerings are made to placate the
ghost. The offerings typically consist of ‘‘banknotes for the dead’’—
paper printed with silver and gold ink and folded into the shape of
ingots. Sometimes, colorful papers folded into the shape of clothing
are also offered. The offerings are then burnt and sent to the under-
world. If a ghost is especially recalcitrant, the sorcerer may have to
fight it, capture it, and then guide it down to the underworld.

In exorcising a ghost from a person, the sorcerer prepares a talis-
man of exorcism and places it on the head of the individual who is
possessed. Appropriate incantations are chanted to lure the ghost
out of the individual. The ghost is then captured, rehabilitated, and
sent to the underworld.
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116 Systems of Taoism

Figure 7.8. Kun-lun talismans of healing. From left to right: talisman for
curing headaches, talisman for curing constipation and bladder problems,
talisman for curing eye infections, talisman for curing pain in the eyes.

power such as mirrors, bells, and coin-swords. They are especially
adept at calling deities and spirits to enter their bodies to enhance
their personal power. Practitioners from other sects will invoke only
certain deities, but Mao-shan sorcerers are pragmatic, and will muster
anything that will help them. Today, the practitioners of the Mao-
shan sect are found in Taiwan, Hong Kong, remote regions of south-
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Figure 8.1. Fu Hsi, patron of the
divinational arts of China.

the Lo-shu, and it describes the nature of change in the universe.
At the end of the Shang dynasty (1766–1121 bce), the Ho-t’u and

Lo-shu were revised by King Wen, who defeated the corrupt tyrant of
Shang and founded the Chou dynasty. It was said that King Wen used
his system of divination based on the Ho-t’u and Lo-shu to predict not
only the death of his son but his own capture and eventual triumph
over the last emperor of Shang. King Wen’s efforts in systematizing the
Ho-t’u and Lo-shu resulted in the Chou-i (The I-ching of the Chou
Dynasty). In this system of divination, the Ho-t’u and Lo-shu were
expanded from the eight trigrams to sixty-four hexagrams. The I-ching
that we have today consists of fragments of the Chou-i collected by
Confucius in the sixth century bce. Two other I-chings, one called the
Lin-shan i, written by Yü’s descendants, and the Kuei-chuang i, written
by the first emperor of the Shang dynasty and his shaman advisor I
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Figure 8.2. The Wu-chi Diagram.
A modern rendition of the t’ai-chi
symbol is shown at the bottom for
comparison with the older form—
the circle next to the top of the dia-
gram. See page 124 for further
explanation.

yang (creation) and yang to yin (dissolution and return). The three
concentric circles describe the interplay of yin and yang in their three
manifestations. The innermost circle is ancient yang and ancient yin;
the next circle is greater yang and greater yin; the outermost circle is
lesser yang and lesser yin. Taoists describe the t’ai-chi as ‘‘yang em-
bracing yin.’’ Run your eye across the older t’ai-chi from left to right
and you will notice that, in the left half of the picture, you get an
overall pattern of white-black-white (yang-yin-yang); in the right
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127Divinational Taoism

Table 8.1. The creation of the pa-k’ua from the interaction
of yang and yin. In Taoism, the process by which movement
and stillness, yang and yin, interact to create the pa-k’ua
from wu-chi (the Tao) is called the Sacred Path.

in movement generates yang in wang-chi
Wu-chi � in stillness generates yin in wang-chi

in movement generates yang in t’ai-chi
Wang-chi � in stillness generates yin in t’ai-chi

in movement generates the ancient yang
T’ai-chi � in stillness generates the ancient yin

Ancient yang in movement generates the greater yang
Ancient yin in stillness generates the greater yin

Ancient yang in stillness generates the lesser yin
Ancient yin in movement generates the lesser yang

Greater yang in movement generates ch’ien
Greater yin in stillness generates k’un

Greater yang in stillness generates tui
Greater yin in movement generates ken

Lesser yang in stillness generates k’an
Lesser yin in movement generates li

Lesser yang in movement generates chen
Lesser yin in stillness generates sun

Earlier Heaven pa-k’ua describes the nature of things and the Later
Heaven pa-kua describes the nature of transformation. Earlier
Heaven literally means ‘‘before the existence of the celestial realm’’;
Later Heaven means ‘‘after the existence of the celestial realm.’’ In
Taoist cosmology, before the celestial realm refers to the state of un-
differentiation, before sky and earth were separated; after the exis-
tence of the celestial realm refers to the state of existence when sky
and earth have become separate entities. In figure 8.3 you will notice
that in the Later Heaven pa-k’ua, the locations of the trigrams are
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Figure 8.3. The Earlier Heaven and Later Heaven pa-k’ua compared.

PAGE 128................. 5969$$ $CH8 12-15-10 09:23:18 PS
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Figure 8.4. Derivation of the sixty-four hexagrams from the t’ai-chi.
White bars indicate yang components and dark bars indicate yin compo-
nents. Each yin and yang component divides to give another pair of yin and
yang. Thus, the yin and yang in t’ai-chi (the innermost ring) divide to give
the four directions (second ring from center). Moving outward, the next
ring is formed by the result of eight from each of the four directions divid-
ing into two parts, and so on from eight to sixteen, from sixteen to thirty-
two, and from thirty-two to sixty-four. The six rings form the six compo-
nents of the hexagrams. To find out the composition of a hexagram, trace
a line from a component in the outermost ring toward the center. For exam-
ple, the hexagram ch’ien (heaven) is made of six yang components. You can
identify the ch’ien hexagram by tracing the line from position A to the
center. You will see that this line connects all the yang components. Simi-
larly, try this with the hexagram k’un (earth), which is made of six yin
components at position B. Notice that k’un is directly opposite to ch’ien.
The hexagram li (fire), which is yang/yin/yang/yang/yin/yang, can be found
at position C, and k’an (water), which is yin/yang/yin/yin/yang/yin, can be
found at Position D.

PAGE 129................. 5969$$ $CH8 12-15-10 09:24:04 PS



132 Systems of Taoism

identified by the combination of a stem and a branch. Lining up the
Ten Celestial Stems and Twelve Terrestrial Branches until the first
pair is repeated will result in sixty pairs, making the sixty years of the
Sexagenary Cycle (see table 8.2).

The Sexagenary Cycle is used in all the divinational arts of China.
It is also the basis of the Chinese calendar.

The twelve animals, attached each to a year in a twelve-year cycle,
are more of a popular amusement than serious divination. The
twelve-animal system’s reckoning of time is less accurate than the
sixty-year cycle. By way of illustration, let us consider the year 1997
in the Western calendar. In the animal scheme, 1997 is the year of
the bull, and in the Sexagenary Cycle it is ting-ch’ou. The year 2009
will be the year of the bull again, but in the sixty-year cycle it will be
chi-ch’ou. Since the flow of energy in ting-ch’ou and chi-ch’ou is
different, to use the animal scheme in divination would be to lose
this difference.

Each Sexagenary Cycle is called an era. Each era begins with the
year chia-tzu and ends with kuei-hai. There are three eras: upper,
middle, and lower, and again, different patterns of energy accom-

Table 8.2. The Ten Celestial Stems and Twelve Terrestrial Branches
paired to yield the sixty years of the Sexagenary Cycle.

Stem-Branch Stem-Branch Stem-Branch Stem-Branch Stem-Branch

chia-tzu ping-tzu wu-tzu keng-tzu jen-tzu
i-ch’ou ting-ch’ou chi-ch’ou hsin-ch’ou kuei-ch’ou
ping-yin wu-yin keng-yin jen-yin chia-yin
ting-mao chi-mao hsin-mao kuei-mao i-mao
wu-ch’en keng-ch’en jen-ch’en chia-ch’en ping-ch’en
chi-ssu hsin-ssu kuei-ssu i-ssu ting-ssu
keng-wu jen-wu chia-wu ping-wu wu-wu
hsin-wei kuei-wei i-wei ting-wei chi-wei
jen-shen chia-shen ping-shen wu-shen keng-shen
kuei-yu i-yu ting-yu chi-yu hsin-yu
chia-hsü ping-hsü wu-hsü keng-hsü jen-hsü
i-hai ting-hai chi-hai hsin-hai kuei-hai
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Figure 8.5. Celestial palaces, factors of destiny, and principal stars in a
sample astrological chart of Tzu-wei Tu-su celestial divination. More than
one star can occupy a celestial palace. In the example, both the Principal
Star and a star named Destructor of Enemies are in the celestial palace wei.

Twelve factors of destiny are then mapped onto the celestial pal-
aces. The positions of the factors of destiny are determined by the
individual’s hour of birth. The factors of destiny, in their order,
are personality, sibling relationship, marital relationship, children,

PAGE 135................. 5969$$ $CH8 12-15-10 09:25:20 PS



139Divinational Taoism

pass (fig. 8.6). This device is a twenty-four point compass with
markings that describe the kind of energy, yin or yang, flowing in
that direction. The geomantic compass is used to determine the di-
rection a building is to face, or how it faces. This information, to-
gether with the year when the dwelling is being built, or was built,
is used to construct a geomantic chart that shows the positions of
benevolent and malevolent energies in the house.

The arrangement of the geomantic chart is based on the principle
of the Nine Palaces. The chart is a grid with nine squares and a
sample is shown in figure 8.7, at A. Each square has three numbers:
the large number in each square is called the Earth Base. These are
the numbers of the Nine Palaces. Their positions in the grid are
based on the year of construction. The smaller numbers on the upper
right-hand corner of each square are called the Facing Stars and ones

Figure 8.6. Geomantic compass used by feng-shui practitioners.
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Figure 8.7. Sample geomantic chart superimposed on the floor plan of a
building. See text for explanation.
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and the Kuan Emperor, occupy the highest levels of the pantheon.
Since religious Taoism has incorporated both shamanism and folk
beliefs, some nature spirits of the prehistoric times are also included
in the hierarchy. Most notable are the spirits of the wind, rain, and
thunder, who, although they are Earlier Heaven deities, are not as
powerful as the Later Heaven deities like Lü Tung-pin.

the great deities

The following Great Deities are listed in the order of importance
recognized by Taoist religious communities. First come the Earlier
Heaven deities:

T’ai-shang Lao-chün (fig. 9.1) is Lao-tzu deified. He is recognized
by all Taoists as the patriarch of the Taoist religion. The name T’ai-

Figure 9.1. T’ai-shang Lao-chün,
the highest deity in the Taoist reli-
gion.
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Figure 9.2. The Three Pure Ones on an altar of a temple affiliated with
the Hsien-t’ien Tao sect. In the center is the Jade Pure (Yü-ch’ing). To the
right is Great Pure (T’ai-ch’ing), and to the left is the High Pure (Shang-
ch’ing).

and transform internal energies into the pristine form given to us
when we were conceived.

The Jade Emperor (Yü-ti) is the ruler of the celestial realm. Some
Taoist sects identify the Jade Emperor (fig. 9.3) as an incarnation of
the Celestial Lord of the Great Pure Realm (Ling-pao T’ien-tsun),
giving him the titles Great Celestial Lord Jade Emperor (Yü-huang
Ta-t’ien-tsun) and High Emperor of the Mysterious Realm of the
Sacred Spirit (Hsüan-ling K’ao-shang Ti).

The Jade Emperor is the governor of human destiny. His celestial
abode is the star Tzu-wei and he sits there to judge humanity. He
grants health, longevity, and prosperity to those who have accumu-
lated good deeds and punishes those who have done unethical deeds
by taking away health and longevity.
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Figure 9.3. The Jade Emperor
(Yü-ti). On his right is his subordi-
nate, Wen-chang Ti-chün.

The Mother Empress of the West (Hsi-wang Mu) is the Celestial
Empress of the Western Realms of Paradise. She is said to reside in
a palace in the peaks of the Kun-lun Mountains, a range of moun-
tains in western China. The keeper of the doorway to the celestial
realm and the bestower of longevity and immortality, the Mother
Empress of the West keeps a garden where the tree of the immortal
peaches is grown (fig. 9.4). Men and women alike must meet her
standards before they are granted the status of immortal. It is said
that she alone has the power to open and close the gates of life to
mortals. Thus, the Mother Empress of the West is revered especially
by practitioners of internal alchemy and the arts of immortality.

The Mother of the Bushel of Stars (Tou-mu)—a very interesting
deity—is Hindu in origin. The Chinese romanization of her Sanskrit
name is Mo-li-chih. She is the healer and giver of the Great Medicine
(the elixir of immortality) and is the patron of healers and prac-
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Figure 9.4. The Mother Em-
press of the West (Hsi Wang-mu).
Her attendant is holding a tray of
immortal peaches.

titioners of the arts of immortality. She is usually depicted as having
eight arms (fig. 9.5), holding the orbs of the sun and moon, a bow
and a spear, a bell and a seal, and, clasped as a mudra, the gesture of
compassion. The sun and moon symbolize Tou-mu as the mother of
all the celestial bodies; the bow and spear symbolize her power over
illness; the bell symbolizes her compassion and the seal her power
over death. The mudra of compassion symbolizes her power to heal
the sick.

Internal alchemists invoke Tou-mu to help them in completing
the Great Medicine, or the Golden Elixir, for she is the director of
the movement of the stars and the mover of internal energy in the
body.

The Celestial Lord of the Great Beginning (T’ai-i T’ien-tsun) is a
subordinate of the Jade Emperor. He presides over the realm of the
dead. T’ai-i T’ien-tsun (fig. 9.6) is recognized as the deity who taught
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Figure 9.5. Statue of the
Mother of the Bushel of Stars
(Tou-mu) at the White Cloud
Monastery, Beijing.

humanity the ceremonies of the Festival of Chung-yüan (Middle
Season, or Festival of the Officer of the Terrestrial Realm). He is the
symbol of compassion and his compassion extends to all souls, both
living and dead. Thus, his festival is also known as the Festival of All
Souls.

The Seven Star Lords of the Northern Bushel are deities who live in
the seven stars of the Northern Bushel (Big Dipper) constellation.
They are subordinates of the Jade Emperor and they carry messages
of his verdicts regarding an individual’s destiny.

In Taoist belief, each individual is born under the guardianship of
one of the seven stars. This guardian, or birth star, is responsible for
the individual’s health and longevity. If a person’s health is good, the
guardian star will be bright; if the health is poor, the guardian star
will be dim. On the first and fifteenth days of each lunar month and
on the first seven days of the ninth lunar month, the deities of the
Northern Bushel descend to the mortal realm to proclaim the judg-
ment of the Jade Emperor to humankind. The Seven Star Lords also
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Figure 9.6. The Celestial Lord of
the Great Beginning (T’ai-i T’ien-
tsun). Painting from the Hsüan
Yüan Hsüeh Institute of Hong
Kong.

report to the Jade Emperor the good and bad deeds of those in their
charge. Based on the reports, the Jade Emperor will reward or punish,
according to individual merit. Because human health and longevity
depend on their reports to the Jade Emperor, the Seven Star Lords
of the Northern Bushel are considered to be the masters of health
and longevity.

The Seven Star Lords are attended by the Left and Right Guard-
ians. These stars, which are themselves celestial deities, reside in
constellations to the left and right of the Northern Bushel. The
Seven Star Lords and the Two Guardians are sometimes called the
Nine Kings of the Northern Bushel.
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to take the qualifying examinations for service in the government,
he met the immortal Chung-li Ch’uan, who gave him a pillow to
sleep on. That night, Lü had dreams that showed him the futility of
politics, fame, and power. He dreamed that after a brief success in
court politics, he was drawn into intrigues that brought him exile
and death far from his home. The next day, Lü realized the illusions
of fame, fortune, and temporal power, and followed Chung-li
Ch’uan into the mountains to learn the arts of immortality.

In icons, Immortal Lü is often shown with a whisk or a sword (fig.
9.7). The sword cuts through the illusion of impermanence and the
whisk sweeps away the dust that covers the reality of the Tao. There
are many legends of Immortal Lü returning to the mortal realm to
heal the sick, deliver people from suffering, and help others to attain
immortality.

Immortal Lü is especially honored by internal-alchemical sects.

Figure 9.7. Immortal Lü
Tung-pin.
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Figure 9.8. The spirits of rain,
wind, and thunder. The Mother of
Thunder is to the left, the Rain Lord
in the center, and the Count of the
Wind to the right.

Their formal names are Master of Rain, Count of the Wind, and
Mother of Thunder. Usually invoked in rainmaking ceremonies, they
also appear in high ceremonies in the company of greater deities
such as T’ai-i T’ien-tsun, the Emperor Kuan, and Immortal Lü.

The Earth Father (Tu-t’i) is the guardian of a locality. A spirit from
the ancient times, he was absorbed into the Taoist pantheon. Today
he is revered as the protector of sacred grounds, especially temples
and shrines, and a messenger of the deities. At the close of many
Taoist ceremonies, the Earth Father is asked to carry the petitions to
the deities and he is thanked for keeping mischief out of the ceremo-
nial grounds.

other deities

There are many other deities in the Taoist pantheon and it is
beyond the scope of this book to discuss all of them. I have described
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There are several kinds of festivals in Ceremonial Taoism. The
highest festivals are called chai-chiao, or Great Services. Great Ser-
vices typically last for many days. They can be occasions of celebra-
tion, mourning, sending petitions, or repenting. For example, the
Festival of the Officer of the Terrestrial Realm is a service that fo-
cuses on repentance; the Festival of the Northern Bushel Stars is a
combination of celebration and repentance; and major rainmaking
ceremonies are services of petitioning (fig. 9.9.)

The Ritual Gathering (fa-hui) is another kind of Taoist festival.
The Ritual Gathering is not as elaborate as the Great Service, but it
is a major festival and can last for several days. The festivals of the
Officer of the Celestial Realm and the Officer of the Water Realm
are often celebrated as Ritual Gatherings. Depending on their scope,
ceremonies of rainmaking or disaster-averting can be performed ei-
ther as a Great Service or as a Ritual Gathering.

Figure 9.9. Photograph taken at a ceremony sending a petition to the
deities. Taken at White Cloud Monastery, Beijing.
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burned his books in the prison of the tyrant Ts’ao Ts’ao in the third
century bce. Other forms of the animal exercises were developed by
the fang-shih of the Han dynasty.

By the time of the Sung dynasty (eleventh century ce), there were
Taoist calisthenics based on animal movements, yogic postures from
India, and exercises attributed to the immortals. (These can be
found in the Chi-feng sui [Red Phoenix Calisthenics], a collection
of Taoist exercises originated by Chen Hsi-yi.) Some of these move-
ments are designed to facilitate the circulation of energy; some are
used to deal with specific health problems; and others are meant to
be practiced at different times of the year to prevent illnesses associ-
ated with the change of seasons (figs. 13.1 and 13.2).

The body must be flexible and agile for the practice of Taoist
calisthenics to be effective. Some movements and postures are quite
demanding, and injuries can occur if the body is forced into these
positions prematurely. Do not try to learn Taoist calisthenics without
the guidance of a teacher.

Figure 13.1. Taoist calisthenics:
‘‘Stretch the arms outward and grab
both feet. Count to twelve, then
draw the legs in, and stand up—
from the Chi-feng Sui (Red Phoenix
Calisthenics), a text of the Hsi-yi
sect (Yi-men), founded by the fol-
lowers of Chen Hsi-yi.

PAGE 224................. 5969$$ CH13 12-15-10 09:26:09 PS



225Cultivating the Body

Figure 13.2. Taoist calisthenics:
‘‘Stop the breath and hold the fists
like a bear. Rotate left and right,
keeping the feet steady. Straighten
the chest to let the breath move
both ways. Hold on tightly and you
will hear the joints and bones crack.
Repeat this three or five times. This
technique exercises the bones and
tendons, quiets the spirit, and culti-
vates energy in the blood’’—from
the Chi-feng Sui (Red Phoenix Cal-
isthenics), the Bear Posture of
Keng-sang.

Today, Taoist calisthenics are practiced for general health and to
cultivate the body for higher levels of spiritual development. What-
ever the application, Taoist calisthenics are most effective tech-
niques for cultivating the body, combining physical conditioning
with the circulation of internal energy.

internal martial arts

In Taoist spiritual training, the internal martial arts are tools for
external strengthening, internal strengthening, and the cultivation
of mental focus and stillness. The movements in the internal martial
arts are usually slow and controlled (hsing-i ch’uan is an exception).
Initially, the movements stretch the tendons, articulate the joints,
soften the muscles, and improve general circulation. In the interme-
diate stages, the movements can be used to exercise the spine by
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Figure 14.1. A Taoist Altar. Basic arrangement of a typical Taoist altar of
the Hsien-t’ien Tao and affiliated sects. The five fruits represent the five
elements.

or male generative, energy. Rice symbolizes the union of these two
energies, because it receives the yang energy of the sun and absorbs
the yin energy of earth.

Five plates of fruit: The five fruits represent the five elements:
wood, fire, earth, metal, and water. Each element is associated with
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Figure 14.2. Ling-pao talisman of protection used by the Celestial Teach-
ers sect, from the T’ai-shang ling-pao wu-fu ching (The Highest Revelation
of the Five Talismans of the Sacred Spirit). The talisman in the upper right
protects the user from malevolent spirits from the south; the one lower
right, from the west; the one upper left, from the center; and the one lower
left, from the north.
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Figure 14.3. Kun-lun talisman of
healing. This talisman invokes the
power of the Jade Emperor. The tri-
angle with horizontal line that ap-
pears at the bottom of the talisman
is a symbol used to enhance the tal-
isman’s power.

Moreover, the talismans should be written only during certain hours
of the day. The hour of tzu (11:00 pm to 1:00 am) is the best time
for preparing talismans, followed by the hour of wu (11:00 am to 1:00
pm). On four days of the year it is not suitable to prepare talismans:
the ninth day of the third lunar month, the second day of the sixth
lunar month, the sixth day of the ninth lunar month, and the second
day of the twelfth lunar month.

Not all talismans are written on paper. Some, especially those used
in ceremonies, are symbols traced in the air with a stick of incense
or the tip of a wooden sword. Because there is no visible trace of
writing, these talismans are called formless talismans.

Many details of talismanic writing and magic are beyond the scope
of this book. Even today, the preparation and use of Taoist talismans
is accessible only to those who are initiated into the practice of Taoist
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Figure 14.4. Kun-lun talismans. The talisman on the right invokes the
Celestial Lord of the Lunar Yin for protection. The talisman at center in-
vokes a legendary sorcerer and magician of the Shang dynasty, Kiang Tzu-
ya, to transform malevolent forces into benevolent ones. The talisman at
left invokes the T’ai-shang Lao-chün, the patriarch of Taoism, to chase away
a baleful star named the Dog Star. In Chinese astronomy, a solar eclipse is
referred to as ‘‘the Sky Dog eating the sun’’ and this talisman also invokes
protection from evil spirits during an eclipse.

magic and sorcery and those authorized to conduct ceremonies.
However, this section will enhance readers’ appreciation of talis-
manic writing and introduce them to a Taoist practice that is gener-
ally not accessible to Westerners.

This chapter completes our armchair journey through the Taoist
spiritual landscape. Some readers may wish to seek spiritual guidance
in the Taoist path; others may feel that a curiosity has been satisfied.
To those who want to learn more about Taoism and its practices, I
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