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PREFACE TO COLLECTION OF TRADITIONAL
CHINESE RITUAL TEXTS

Wang Ch'iu-kuei

The term k'o-i pen (ritual texts) refers to scripts which serve as the basis for the
performance of rituals. In fact, for every ritual performed, in addition to the primary
ritual text placed on the "cave-table," there is a whole series of other texts: documents
for communicating one's intentions to the gods, incantations, secret instructions for
mudras and ritual dances, and scores for song passages and instrumental interludes.
Which of these materials are to be used by the Taoist troupe is determined by the
nature of the ritual. Most of these texts are manuscripts transmitted from master to
disciple or father to son (a few are printed), and they fall into two major categories,
namely the pure rituals of the chiao sacrifice and the requiem rituals for the salvation
of the dead. There are also texts relating to hygiene and medicine, to divination and
calendrical calculation, to geomancy and astrology, as well as collections of talismans
and secret techniques that are used in rituals performed to meet secular needs.

The content of these Taoist practitioners' manuscripts is very complex. The
collecting and editing of Taoist texts has gone on from the Six Dynasties to the
present, and there have been many problems involved in it. The great collection of
Taoist scriptures printed under Ming Ying-tsung in the years 1444-45, the Tao-tsang,
is the high point of a tradition stretching back to the Bibliography of the Scriptures of
the Three Caverns compiled at imperial behest by the Taoist Lu Hsiu-ching (406-477)
in the year 471 of the Liu-Sung dynasty and continuing until the printing of the Hsi
Tao-tsang in 1607. There is a superabundance of Taoist texts and a long tradition of
compiling edited collections of Taoists writings. Over the four centuries after the
fall of the Han, the scriptures of the Shang-ch'ing, Ling-pao, San-huang, and Heavenly
Masters sects gradually developed and were collected and edited by supporters at
court and by the Taoists themselves. By the end of this period, the division of the
scriptures into Three Caverns and Four Supplements was complete, but they had not
yet been published as a canon.  Publication began in the T'ang with the editing of the
Summary of the Treasures of the Three Caverns (San-tung ch'iung-kang) in the years
713-741, but thereafter, during the general disorder at the end of the T'ang and during
the Five Dynasties, most Taoist texts were destroyed in war, and much was lost
forever. The Sung emperors T'ai-tsung and Chen-tsung commissioned first Hsu
Hsiian (916-991) and then Wang Ch'in-jo (962-1025) to collect and edit Taoist texts.
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In the year 1016, Wang Ch'in-jo, who simply added a section of additional material to
the old division into Three Caverns and Four Supplements, presented his Catalogue of
Precious Scriptures (Pao-wen t'ung-lu) to the throne. Using this as a basis, Chang
Chiin-fang (chin-shih 1005, at the age of 40-odd years), recommended by Ch'i Lun
(954-1021) and others, examined textual differences, corrected errors, and in the year
1019 completed the Precious Canon of the Heavenly Palace of the Great Sung
Dynasty (Ta Sung T'ien-kung pao-tsang), which he divided for the first time into
sections numbered with the Ch'ien-tzu wen. This collection was augmented and
revised several times and printed as the Taoist Canon of Longevity of the Cheng-ho
Reign (Cheng-ho Wan-shou tao-tsang) and the Precious Canon of the Celestial
Capital of the Great Chin (Ta Chin Hsiian-tu pao-tsang). Because of the debates
between Buddhists and Taoists over the authenticity of the Scripture of Lao-tzu's
Transformation into the Buddha (Hua-hu ching) under the Yiian emperors Hsien-
tsung and Shih-tsu, in the year 1281 Taoist scriptures from the monasteries in the
capital were collected and burned at the Buddhist temple Min-chung ssu, and the
purge then spread to the provinces. At the end of the Yiian, what was left of the Tao-
tsang in various places again suffered the depredations of war. That is the reason the
Taoist canon now available to scholars is that printed in the Ming. The Ming canon
however is still divided in accordance with the Ch'ien-tzu wen. In the year 1445, the
characters t'ien to ying were used, and the supplement of 1607 added the characters u
through ying, for a total of 512 fascicles and 5485 chiian. By the mid-19th century,
some of these chiian had gone missing, but many new ones had also been added.

Throughout this long period of compilation, the structure of the canon was not
changed: it was still divided into Three Caverns of twelve sections and Four
Supplements. Lu Hsiu-ching's division into Three Caverns reflected a sectarian
distinction between scriptures and also showed the sense of common identity among
the adepts of various sects. The Tung-chen section was composed primarily of
Shang-ch'ing scriptures, the Tung-hsiian section of Ling-pao scriptures, and the Tung-
shen section of San-huang scriptures; but although each section had its particularities,
the Three Caverns "communicated" with each other (tung, cavern, is glossed as t'ung,
communicate). As for the division into Four Supplements, it is first found in the
Catalogue of Scriptures in Seven Parts (Yii-wei ch'i-pu ching-shu mu-lu) by Master
Meng (fl. 500) and was intended to make up for the insufficiencies of the division into
Three Caverns. The T'ai-hsiian section, which included Lao-tzu's Tao-te ching and
related texts, supplemented the Tung-chen section; the T'ai-p'ing section, whose main
text was the T"ai-p'ing ching, supplemented the Tung-hsiian section; the T'ai-ch'ing
section, containing alchemical texts, supplemented the Tung-shen section; and the
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Cheng-i section, composed of texts from Chang Tao-ling's tradition, was a
supplement to the entire canon and made it complete. Each of the Three Caverns,
but not the Four Supplements, was divided into twelve sections: basic texts, talismans,
secret instructions, illustrations, histories and registers, prohibitions and regulations,
rituals, methods, techniques, biographies, hymns, and memorials. This division into
twelve sections probably began with the Tao-chiao i-shu by Meng An-p'ai of the early
T'ang.

On the subjects of the categories of Taoist books and of their editing and
transmission, Piet van der Loon's Taoist Books in the Libraries of the Sung Period
(London: Ithaca Press, 1984), by close analysis of editions and of the bibliographies
of various literati and the dynastic histories, explains the transmission and
interrelationships of various Taoist books and also reveals the structure and process of
compilation of the extant Tao-tsang. His book supplements and corrects the Tao-
tsang yiian-liu k'ao of Ch'en Kuo-fu (Peking: Chunghua, 1963) in numerous places.
It is commonly recognised by scholars that the traditional practice of dividing Taoist
books into Three Caverns in twelve sections and Four Supplements has made it
difficult for editors at various stages in the formation of the Canon over the centuries
to assign works to appropriate categories; the difficulties multiplied as time went on,
resulting in a quite confused situation. This shows, on the one hand, that Taoism is
"various and composed of many strands;" on the other hand, this implies that in
editing Taoist texts, if we hope to achieve clarity and logic, we must adapt our
approach to the history of Taoist development as well as to the reality of existing
movements. Li Feng-mao, in his essay, "Results and Prospects of the Study of the
Taoist Canon" (collected in Retrospective and Prospective Essays of the Institute of
Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia Sinica, 1992), has already pointed this
out.

In the field of modern Taoist studies, K.M. Schipper was the first person to
collect Taoist manuscripts. The categories he used are given in the appendix to his
"Taoist Literature in Taiwan" (T'ai-wan wen-hsien vol. 17, no. 3, 1966). These are
scriptures, litanies of confession, pure rituals (chiao of prayer for peace), pure rituals
(chiao to deflect disaster), collections of documents and secret instructions for the
pure chiao, rituals for the dead (the Lake of Blood and other requiem rituals, etc.),
documents for rituals for the dead, plays and rituals of alchemical transformation for
the dead, rituals of transmission, the ritual of universal salvation, minor rituals and
rituals for worshipping the Dipper, rituals in Minnan vernacular, and miscellaneous
texts. In very concrete fashion, these categories cover the realities of Taiwan Taoism.
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Michael Saso, basing himself essentially on the manuals of secret instructions and
rituals transmitted by the Chuang, Lin, Ch'en, and Wu families in northern Taiwan,
edited the Chuang-Lin hsii Tao-tsang (Taipei: Ch'eng-wen, 1975). Taking into
account both the type of ritual and the origin of the texts, he divided his collection into
four large categories, namely, Golden Register rituals (rituals for the living), Yellow
Register rituals (rituals for the dead), collections of documents and secret instructions,
and rituals of Shen-hsiao or Lu-shan origin. In his preface, Saso explains the
liturgical structures that underly his four categories. Both Saso and Schipper spent
long periods in the field studying Taoism in Taiwan, and this enabled them, in editing
Taoist texts, to take into account considerations both of Taoist tradition and of
performance realities.

The portion of Ofuchi Ninji's Chigokujin no shitkyé girei (Tokyo: Fukutake,
1983) which deals with Taoism is based on the liturgical tradition and manuscripts of
a single Taoist altar and a single Taoist, the Cheng-i priest from Tainan, Ch'en Jung-
sheng. Also relying on fieldwork, Ofuchi first introduces Taoist ritual in Taiwan as
a whole and then presents the various liturgical manuscripts and collections of
documents as appendices. His first chapter is entitled, "A Survey of Taoism and
Taoist Rituals in Taiwan," to which are appended ritual programs for chiao and
requiem rituals. His second chapter, "Explanation of the Common Features of
Taiwan Taoist Rituals," includes introductions to the gods, to Taoists and musicians,
the Taoist ritual arena, musical instruments, liturgical instruments, vestments, ritual
documents, and to rites and ritual movements and gestures. His third chapter,
"Rituals of the Chiao," includes various rituals of the chiao and related documents.
Chapter Four, "Rituals of Announcement," gives the texts and documents for the fa-
piao (announcement) and ordination rituals. Chapter Five, " Rituals of Merit,"

includes the documents and liturgies of rituals for the dead.

Each of these authors, in basing himself on field studies in the editing of Taoist
texts, broke with the centuries-old system of Three Caverns in twelve sections and

Four Supplements, and in so doing made a major contribution to religious studies.

The present collection will concentrate on the collection and editing of Taoist
manuscripts that are still currently in use in various parts of China. The focus will be
on ritual texts and other materials as they are actually used in performance, and will
be informed by the results of fieldwork, interviews with Taoist practitioners, and
observation of rituals. It is thus an edited series of Taoist liturgical manuscripts still

extant among the people. Wherever these rituals are still performed, they have been
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observed in situ; where they are no longer performed, or only partially, interviewers
sought to obtain the oral recollections of the Taoists, each time basing themselves on a
specific place and the transmitted manuscripts of a particular Taoist. These
manuscripts are then classified, edited, and published according to the categories and
order of actual performance. That is why this series places special emphasis on the
following eight subjects: the origins of a given t'an (Taoist altar-group), the troupe of
Taoists associated with this ¢'an, its rituals and their related manuscripts, the structure
of the t'an used in performance, liturgical instruments, vestments, and music. It is
our aim thereby to give a full accounting of each Taoist troupe. The structure of the

entire collection may be outlined as follows:
Part One: General Introduction

1. The Origins of the Taoist Altar (¢'an): a general introduction to local religious
history and present circumstances, together with a discussion of the history of local
Taoist transmission.

2. The Taoist Troupe: an introduction to the rituals of transmission, the
composition of the troupe and the division of labor among its members, the origins of
the musicians who work with them, as well as a table summarizing names, ritual
names, ordination titles, history of apprenticeship, age, place of origin, and present
address.

3. Rituals of the Altar-group: an introduction to the kinds of rituals this group
can perform, divided into rituals for the living — either to worship heaven and thank

the gods, or to exorcise and pray for blessings — and rituals to save the dead and
obtain merit. Rituals are grouped in accordance with their overall length and the
order of performance, and all of this is set out in a table summarizing which rituals are
performed on which days.

4. Manuscripts of the Altar-group: the function, content, editions, date, and
format of each manuscript are explained; this section includes as well all the various
documents used during each ritual but not found in the basic text thereof.

5. The Structure of the Ritual Arena (#'an): a thorough explanation of the layout
of the ritual arena, of where the scroll paintings of the gods are hung and the
proclamations (pang) posted, as well as of the use and placement of the various paper
figures.

6. Ritual Instruments: a description of the function, shape, and types of the
various ritual instruments.

7. Ritual Vestments: an explanation of what type of robe is worn by each grade
of Taoist and of the patterns embroidered on or sewn into it.
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8. Ritual Music: an introduction to the types and functions of music used, as well
as of its relationship to regional music and Taoist temple music; notations are

appended.

Part Two: Liturgical Manuscripts: divided into rituals for the living and rituals
for the dead, each of which is placed in the order of performance; there is pagination
for each text, and consecutive numbering is also used throughout this part of the book.

Focusing on the manuscripts transmitted within a single Taoist altar-group and
arranging manuscripts in accordance with actual performance imposes an editorial
approach that adapts to local realities. It at once avoids the contradictions in the
structure of the traditional 7ao-tsang and overcomes the shortcomings of earlier
editions of Taoist manuscripts. This collection does not limit itself to Taoism, but
also includes texts of various hereditary troupes of popular Buddhism and shamanistic
rituals.

The present collection is the product of a long-term fieldwork project. Each
participant takes the above structure as his guide, but adapts it to what he actually
finds in the field. The results of this work of collection will be published in serial
fashion.

The materials in this series were collected in the context of projects supported by
the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International Scholarly Exchange, namely,
"Chinese Regional Theater in Its Social and Ritual Context" (directed by myself),
"The Structure and Dynamics of Chinese Rural Society" (directed by John Lagerwey)
and "Ritual Theatre in China" (directed by David Holm). Professors Piet van der
Loon, Kristofer Schipper, and Li Feng-mao have all contributed valuable advice in the
course of our editing of these texts. The Shih Ho-cheng Folk Culture Foundation has
provided office space and equipment that met the needs of our editorial staff. Hsin
Wen-feng Publishing House's President, Kao Pen-chao, and Chief Editor, Li Shu-chen,
have had the kindness to publish the series. I hereby express my heartfelt thanks to
all the above-named individuals and institutions.
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