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As an indigenous religion of China
originating from the belief in immortals and
alchemy, the Taoism has enjoyed a history
for more than 1,800 years since its first
estgblishment in the Eastern Han Dynasty

(25-220). Taking naturalness and inaction as
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the main purpose and aiming at the ultimate
goal of becoming immortals through
cultivation, the Taoism has exercised
significant influence on Chinese culture as
well as the character of Chinese people.

This book traces the origin and history
of the Taoism, introduces the main ideas,
genealogy of the immortals, representative
personages, important classics, rituals and
magic arts, as well as those Taoist shrines
in the famous mountains, and expounds
the relationship between the Taoism and
literature and arts. In addition, in order
to increase the reader’s interest, we also
include more than a hundred related
illustrations in the book in the hope that our
introduction will stir up the reader’s intense

interest in Chinese Taoism.
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Origin and Development of the
Taoism
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The Taoism is an indigenous religion of China, which first appeared
in the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220) and has evidenced a history
of more than 1,800 years. The Taoism underwent a gradual
development based on the Chinese ancient ideas of ghost and spirit
worship, rooted in the ideas of the Yellow Emperor and Lao Zi as the
theoretic background and coupled with the folk belief in immortals
and alchemy. It also incorporated the development of some specific
historic situations and historic issues with some practice abolished

and some renewed before it eventually became a mature religion.
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> Sources of the Taoism

The sources of the Taoism were
multifarious and complicated, such as
the Taoist school, the divination mystics
(Chen Wei, divination combined with
mystical Confucian philosophy), theories
of Yin Yang and the Five Elements,
the mythical and immortal practice of
alchemy, primitive religion, witchcraft,
and many others.

The Taoist school was a philosophical

school of ideas during the Spring and
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Portrait of Lao Zi
Lao Zi, also known as Lao Dan, was the founder
of the Taoist school in the Spring and Autumn
Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.). It is also held by

some people that he was surnamed Li with the
given name of Er.
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Portrait of the Yellow Emperor

According to the legend, the Yellow Emperor was
the leader of the tribal alliance in the central plains
about 5,000 years back in the far ancient times.
During his reigning periods, silkworm raising,
vehicle and boat manufacturing, characters, music,
medicine, and mathematics were all created and
developed. Due to these merits, he was praised
by later generations and honored as the humanity
progenitor of the Chinese people.

Autumn (770 B.C.-476 B.C.) as well as
the Warring States periods (475 B.C.-
221 B.C.). The typical representatives
of the Taoist school are Lao Zi and
Zhuang Zi, and the major Taoist ideas
are propositions shown in Tao Te Ching.
When Taoism was established as a
religion in the Eastern Han Dynasty
(25-220), Lao Zi was revered as the
founder and Tao Te Ching was taken
as the major reading textbook that each
follower should study and recite. The
basic idea of Tao Te Ching is Tao, the
origin of the world and universe and also
the law of development of all beings—

a mysterious mystery of all mysteries.
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The basic belief in religious Taoism is
also Tao. In religious terms, Tao can be
said to be the godly being, spiritual and
reliable, while everything in the universe
is trans-generated from Tao. Lao Zi is
considered as the incarnation of Tao.
Therewith, Lao Zi as a thinker and the
philosophical idea of Tao became deified
as the heavenly god and spirit. In other
words, belief in Tao became the belief
in god; the idea of becoming immortals
through Taoist cultivation became the
core principle of Taoism as a religion;
and the development of various alchemist
practice and cultivation was also centered
on this core principle.

The philosophical Taoism gradually
transformed into the theory of Yellow
Emperor and Lao Zi, known as Huang-
Lao Theory, during late Warring
States Period. The Huang-Lao Theory
borrowed the figures of the Yellow
Emperor of the remote antiquity and
Lao Zi, the founder of the Taoist
school, to advocate the central ideas of
tranquility and inaction from the Taoist
school and absorbed some contents of
theories from Confucianism, the Mohist
school, the legalist school and others.
At the beginning of the Western Han
Dynasty (206 B.C.-25 A.D.), the ruling
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class actively promoted the Huang-Lao
ideas with a view to recovering socio-
economic order through the practice of
non-interference governing so as to allow
people more rest and recuperation. The
Huang-Lao Theory registered a great
deal of influence at that time. During the
Eastern Han Period, when the Yellow
Emperor and Lao Zi were gradually
deified as gods, the Huang-Lao Theory
was also gradually mystified. It evolved
into a religion and became the precursor
of the Taoism.

During the reign of Emperor Wu
of the Western Han Dynasty (206
B.C.-25A.D.), after Dong Zhongshu, a
Confucian scholar, proposed the theory
of Interactions Between Heaven and
Mankind, the subsequent theology of
divination was assimilated into the
Taoism and became a very important
source of it. In addition to that, the ideas
of Yin Yang and the Five Elements also
left marked influences on the Taoism.
The Taoist classic, Scripture of the
Great Peace, which appeared at the very
beginning of the Taoism in the Eastern
Han Dynasty (25-220), was based on the
theories of Yin Yang and the ideas of the
Five Elements. Meanwhile, scholars of

religious Taoism would often borrow
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Animal Bones Used for Divination (Shang
Dynasty, 1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)

» EEAR “KRFEL” B

Printed Taoist Charm: In the Name of the
Heavenly Master Zhang

those mystic ideas from the The Book of
Changes (Zhou Yi) to explain the practice
of cultivation to become immortals.

In the process of its generation, the
Taoism also incorporated the traditional
ideas of deities and ghosts as well as the
ancient religious ideas and witchcraft.
In the ancient times, people would
worship such natural phenomena as the
sun, moon, stars, rivers, oceans, and
mountains, as well as their ancestors.
They would consider them as spiritual
entities and held rituals and prayers on
their behalf. It was under this background
that a spiritual system of heaven, earth,
and ghost was formed. The Taoism
inherited these ideas of gods and ghosts,
and incorporated a lot of these gods
into the immortal genealogy of the
Taoism. In Shang and Zhou dynasties
(1600 B.C.-256 B.C.), primitive people
used to resort to divination for problem
solving and fortune telling. Those who
were specialized in the art of divination
were called Xi (wizard) or Wu (witch).
They were the medium between gods
and people, able to communicate with
gods and ghosts and perform blessing-
incurring and disaster-avoiding rites
through their witchcraft. These witchcraft

theories and rituals were also absorbed
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and inherited by the Taoism. The painted
charms, incantation chanting, sciomancy,
fortune telling and others in Taoism were
all related to witchcraft.

The Taoism also absorbed and
further developed the ideas of immortals
and the immortal practice of alchemy

from the Warring States Period (475

Silk Painting of Dragon Tamer (Warring States Period,

475B.C.-221 B.C))
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The First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty Searching

for Medicine of Immortality

Qin Shi Huang (259 B.C.-210 B.C.) was the first emperor who unified China. After that, his
mind was set on how to prolong his life and enjoy the country he had established for ever.
One day, there was such a person called Xu Fu who told the emperor that there were three
mountains of immortals in the East China Sea where lived a lot of immortals who ate medicines
of immortality and enjoyed everlasting life.
On hearing this, the First Emperor of Qin
sent Xu Fu the alchemist on sail to find the
medicine of immortality. Xu Fu didn’t return
or sent back any information for a long time.
Finally, he came back without bringing back
the medicine of immortality, but he reported
to the Emperor what he had seen and heard on
the way and requested for another trip. The
Emperor approved his request and allowed
him to take with him three thousand male
and female children on the trip to find the
medicine of immortality. This time, Xu Fu
never returned and the quest of the medicine
of immortality just ended like that.

* RIGER
Portrait of Qin Shi Huang




