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Preface -1-

Preface

Daoism is China’s native religion, with nearly two thousand years of his-
tory. As a religion, its structure is composed of two aspects: theories and
concrete practices. It is well-known that Daoism had multiple origins. It
blends many things, including various schools of thought from the ancient in-
tellectual class, and ideas of ghosts and spirits and customs of daily life from
the common people, and has permeated many different sorts of social activi-
ty. Daoism is the combination of many different types of traditional culture,
and has broadly and deeply influenced people’s thought and behavior. The ar-
tifacts and traces found through archaeology are the vestiges of ancient peo
ple’s various and diverse historical activities. Among the archaeological dis-
coveries dating from after Daoism’s formation in the Eastern Han dynasty,
the variety, breadth, and amount of material discovered relating to Daoism is

quite amazing.

Archaeology is one of the historical sciences, and its final goal is to re-
construct ancient history and explore the principles of historical development
throngh studying of stuff materials. Artifacts and traces related to Daoism
from different eras and regions have different distinctive features. Thus we
should not only organize the data in order to solve various problems related to

the type, periodization, regional division, and cultural series of some archae-
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ological cultures, but we must also look at the essences beneath the phenom-
ena, and clarify the phenomena’s qualities, uses, and meanings. And this will
help us to better understand other archaeological materials from the same site
or which are otherwise related to the Daoist materials. Many problems in the
historical archaeology of the period from the Eastern Han on can often receive
good solutions when viewed in terms of Daoism. If we neglect this point, and
lack a deep understanding of artifects and traces related to Daoism, or even
pay no attention at all to the Daoist aspect, it will be impossible to truly solve
the problems of the archaeological systematicity of the Han to Tang and Song
to Yuan periods. Archaeology of religion is an indispensable branch of Chi-
nese archaeology. To discuss the archaeology of Chinese religion without re-
search into Daoist artifacts and traces would be to give birth to a deformed
creature: historical archaeology of China built on such a foundation could

never be healthy and whole.

From the point of view of religious history, the study of ancient religions
is mainly based on two things: documentary records, and the artifacts and
traces discovered through archaeology. Compared with documentary records,
archaeological materials often appear fragr_nentary, yet because they are con-
crete objects left from a previous time, they give us a direct perception of that
time, and are more reliable. Furthermore, since new archaeological discover-
les are ever and again coming to light, they can be used to authenticate and
supplement documentary records, and can help us to better understand docu-
mentary records or rectify the great number of omissions and errors which
have occurred for various reasons. The task of archaeology is to restore
ancient history by using historical artifacts. If we were to completely ignore
archaeological material, and rely merely on documentary records, then many
problems would be insoluble—such as the key problems of the original time
and place of the formation of Daoism, and the place, time, and circumstances
of the appearance of Daoist icon worship. Popular Daoism, which consists
mostly of peculiar and complex religious activities, and rarely deals with the
theories of religious philosophy, is a case in point: much of popular Daoism is

barely mentioned or completely unmentioned in documentary records, and
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has only been preserved in the form of material objects, underground. Some
scholars are of the opinion that the later the period being studied is, the more
detailed the documentary record is, and because the historical circumstances
can mostly be found in the documentary record, archaeology becomes of little
value. Naturally, this is the case in the historiography of Daoism. But the re-
al situation is not always being so. In the early 1990s, a friend of mine who
has done much work on the history of the Ming and Qing dynasties took on
the task of writing a history of Sichuan Province during the Ming and Qing
periods. Realizing that his book must touch on Daoism and its state of devel-
opment, and hampered by the lack of documentary evidence and by the fact
that contemporary scholars have offered little research on this topic, he asked
if archaeology could supply any relevant material. Because I had just begun to
study the archaeology of Daoism, and because I was mainly studying prob-
lems of another field, 1 was not able to produce any research on this topic in
time, and knew too little about it, so I was sorry I had nothing to offer him.
When his book came out, he could only leave the Daoist question as a tempo-
rary lacuna. Later, as my work progressed, I paid a bit more attention to the
archaeological material on Daoism in Sichuan, and discovered that indeed
there was quite a lot of this material, so 1 planned to write up a few articles
on this topic, picking up where my friend had left off. The Ming dynasty is
only five or six hundred years removed from the present, and as far as ancient
history goes the Ming period is considered relatively recent—since the archae-
ology of Daoism was so important for a period as recent as the Ming Dynasty,
we can use this example to see the great value and significance of the archae-

ology of Daoism for the historiography of Daoism as a whole.

The fields of archaeology. the religious studies, and the history of
ancient religion all need to carry out specialized research on archaeological
discoveries related to religious activity. This fact can be seen in the layout of
the volumes on archaeology and religion in the Encyclopedia of China: when
the Encyclopedia of China discusses the branches of these two fields, each
field is given a branch called “archaeology of religion”. Chinese archaeology

of religion, whether it falls within the field of archaeology or the field of the
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religious studies, must include the archaeology of Daoism. Daoism is the n-
ative religion of China, with wide-reaching influence and rich material re-
mains, so a systematic archaeology of Chinese religion can never be estab-
lished without the study of the artifacts and traces of ancient Daoist activity.
It is an indisputable fact that the archaeology of Daoism and the archaeology

of Buddhism are two mainstays of the archaeology of Chinese religion.

If we take a broad look at the past situation of the fields of archaeology
and religious studies, the study and application of Daoist archaeological mate-
rials have been dissatisfying, and many problems can be found. As for ar-
chaeology, because in the past the focus was on the typology, study has usu-
ally been limited to the inspection of the outer forms of the artifacts and their
type, variety, periodization, and regional division, as well as their dating and
cultural series. Too little attention has been paid to the sociohistorical ques-
tions about artifacts’” qualities, uses, causes of development and transforma-
tion, and the resulting influence and purpose. Sometimes scholars have paid
attention to such questions, but they have been hampered by their lack of the
necessary multifaceted knowledge of ancient history, and lack of a deep
grounding in the use of historical documents, and were unable to use the rele-
vant documentary records in order to interpret the archaeological finds. Now,
Daoism is an aggregate of many forms of ancient traditional culture, and is a
very specialized and complex entity, so it is difficult to gain a good command
of Daoism. Withput specialized knowledge about Daoism and the ability to u-
tilize Daoist texts and documents, a scholar would be completely unable to
study Daoism-related materials discovered through archaeology. The most
basic job of judging which of the already excavated archaeological materials
are related to Daoism (and thus fall within the purview of the archaeology of
Daoism) has not been done enough in the past, and a great amount of Dao-
ism-related archaeological material has not yet been recognized for what it is,
and has been shelved in storerooms, its value unknown, awaiting a second
sort of “excavation” by scholars such as us, equipped with specialized knowl-
edge of Daoism. The amount of material which has been recognized for what

it is and studied in detail is even less. In the past decade the situation has
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changed somewhat, and research of Daoism-related material discovered
through archaeology has little by little begun to attract the attention of some
scholars (which is a welcome development), but in general this sort of work
has really not been done enough, and when compared with the amount of ar-
chaeological material available, is greatly inadequate. In terms of religious
studies, the history of ancient Daoism is a component part of ancient history;
the study of ancient Daoism cannot simply rely on documentary records, but
must also make full use of relevant archaeological finds. This basic guiding
principle has not yet received broad attention. Admittedly, the historiogra-
phy of Daoism has developed greatly in the past twenty years, and has had no
small success. Yet the books on this topic have made little use of archaeologi-
cal materials, and much archaeological material which should be able to solve
problems in the history of ancient Daoism has not yet received its full and
proper use, or been able to contribute to the better and deeper development
of historiography of Daoism—this fact must be recognized. As Prof. Ge Zha-
oguang of Tsinghua University pointed out in the 1980s, “in studying reli-
gion, Chinese scholars more often than not have only paid attention to the
thought of religious thinkers, and have overlooked pantheons, ritual, and oc-
cult practices” (Ge Zhaoguang, Taoism and Chinese Culture. Shanghai:
Shanghai Renmin Press, 1987, P. 323). The study of ancient Daoism has
been biased toward the study of thought and theory, and has paid insufficient
attention to religious activity. There are many reasons for this state of af-
fairs. What we must emphasize here is that, as stated above, Daoism-related
archaeological discoveries generally are the concretely objectified historical re-
cord of the specific religious activities of persons from all social classes, the
very segment which is so poorly preserved in the documentary record. Take
for example the funerary ritual activities of the Daoist priests and masses of
various periods and regions-Daoist texts and documents do not record much of
this, and much of the records are fragmentary, some extremely sketchy, pro-
viding no more than a few clues. Yet in the graves excavated from the East-
ern Han period on, an extremely rich collection of archaeological materials
has been unearthed. Without specialized archaeological knowledge, these ma-

terials are difficult to utilize. Scholars of Daoist history lack the necessary
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specialized archaeological knowledge, and this is an important reason for their

bias, as stated above.

Archaeologists don't understand Daoist history, and historians of Daoism
don’t understand archaeology-this lack of mutual understanding is the key
reason why so many Daoism-related archaeological materials have been under
appreciated and never received their proper use. We must make a complete
and systematic in-depth study of Daoist archaeological materials, and estab-
lish “archaeology of Daoism” as a branch science of the archaeology of reli-
gion. The fields of both archaeology and religious studies must both turn a
common focus to this task, and work in concert. It is even more necessary
that this task be accomplished through scholars’ gaining command of the two

specialized forms of knowledge, archaeology and the history of Daoism.

In 1993, Ye Maolin, an associate professor in the Institute of Archaeolo-
gy of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, in his article “Preliminary Ex-
cavation of the Site of Jianfu Hall at Mt. Qingcheng and Its True Signifi-
cance”, wrote, “in the study of Chinese traditional culture, one must study
Daoist culture. Prof. Zhang Xunliao of Sichuan University has long proposed
‘archaeology of Daoism’ as a topic for study; this is of great significance”
(Chengdu wenwu, 1993, no. 4). This proposal of mine by no means came as
an accident. 1 majored in history in college, and 1 have a strong interest in
ancient Chinese history. Ever since I graduated in 1957, due to job require-
ments, 1 have been involved in the research and teaching of the Chinese his-
torical archaeology of the post-Qin-Han period. “archaeology of Iron-age Chi-
nese tombs” has been my major research focus, and I have supervised several
generations of graduate students. In the process of studying the archaeologi-
cal material from graves of the Eastern Han period on, 1 came across many
artifacts and traces which seem to be related to Daoist activity, and was una-
ble to interpret them, which has hampered my systematic and synthetic study
of the grave materials. 1 steeled myself to push aside this obstacle blocking
my path. From the late 1980s , 1 made a systematic study of basic Daoist

knowledge and history, and on this basis read through the Daoist Canon. 1



