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Preface to Compendium of Traditional Chinese

Secret Manuals of Hand Gestures and Ritual Steps

Whenever a ritual master performs, be it to recite the scriptures and worship the gods.
or to summon generals and control the demons, he must make the appropriate mudras and
execute the relevant paces in order to enter into communication with the invisible world,
put men and gods in contact, and ensure the efficacy of the ritual. The various positions

LR I3

adopted by the hands and fingers of the master are called ‘divine mudras, magic

mudras,” or ‘“dipper mudras,” and he is said to “press,” to “pinch,” to “hold” or to “‘take”’

39 G¢

the points in the hand. The pace executed with his two feet are called “‘steps of Yu,”” “‘star

]

walking,” ‘“‘pacing the guideline’” or ‘“‘pacing the celestial guideline.” Both paces and
mudras belong to the esoteric traditions of Taoist ritual, and they constitute two of the most
basic modes of bodily movements therein. According to Zhu Quan 44# (?-1448), in chap-
ter 3 of his Tianhuang zhidao taiqing yuce X 2 F 8N £t (Regsters of Great Clarity, the
Supreme Way of the Celestial Sovereign), ‘““Touching points in the hand effects communica-
tion with the Perfected, control of the perverse, and the dispatch of orders to generals to do
a job. Paces and mudras take many forms, and there are more than 700 of them” (Zheng-
tong Daozang 1F #fi ;& & , Taipei: Xinwenfeng reprint, 1988, 3.9a). Because these mudras
and steps were traditionally passed down in secret to selected disciples, Taoists have always
looked on them as a form of magic not to be divulged lightly.

Mudras can be divided into two kinds, the first being the product of different positions
of the fingers, and the second of the thumb touching the points on the other fingers corre-
sponding to the twelve earthly branches and the eight trigrams. Among the various kinds of
pacing are walking on the six luminaries of the Southern Dipper, the seven stars of the
Northern Dipper or the 28 Mansions, or yet again treading on the pattern of the eight
trigrams and the nine continents or palaces. Mudras and pacing patterns are multifarious,
but they have a common origin linking them to ancient techniques of breath-control and
interdicting formulae.

According to the Niiging guilii 2255 513 (Laws for the Demons of ““Lady-Green,” 2.5b-
6a), a Heavenly Master text which at the very latest dates to the Wei-Jin period, mudras

and paces were at that time already linked to talismans, registers, and incantations and

ix



| TRGGRETRES & |

constituted a means for the adept to control demons and heal illness:

The Laws state: If you are sick or in some extremity, you can have the master issue a
talisman and call out the name of the demon. This is called using the technique for
controlling demons. If the sickness or the trouble does not stop, you can stand facing
north in the central courtyard and place a talisman on the spot corresponding to the
day and the hour. Then, in the left hand, press the Heavenly Barrier, and in the right
hand the element fire and utter three times the following formula: “Lady-Green of the
Heavenly One, kill demons by the millions, nine energies of the Great One, capture all
perverse spirits. The demons die, the gods arrive; we beseech the infinite Way. Chi!
Chi!” Then pivot towards the right till facing the Gate of Heaven and hold the breath
for 24 counts. Breathe again and turn once more to face the Door of Earth and repeat

the formula three times.... .

Pressing the Heavenly Barrier and the element fire refers to mudras; the Gate of Heav-
en and the Door of Earth are positions taken in pacing. “Open the Gate of Heaven, close
the Door of Earth; stay in the Gate of Man, block the Path of the Demons’ is a common
incantation used by ritual masters. “Chifif;!”
to the incantation. Ge Hung &t (283?-3437), in his Baopu z neipian {17 N (chapter

on “Climbing and Wading”), also records a technique combining breath interruption with

is a technique for breath interruption linked

mudras and paces:

If you see a snake, you must face the left of the sun, draw in three breaths and then
hold your breath while touching your upper palate with your tongue and pressing the
Main Gate in your hand. Then close the Gate of Heaven, block the Door of Earth, and
use an object to press down on the head of the snake and wrap it up with your hand.
Draw a prison on the ground and put it inside, where you can grab it and play with it,
twisting round its head and neck so that it dare not bite people. Having all the while
held your breath, spit out your breath on it with vigor, and it will not be able to escape
the prison. (17.9b)

From the holding of the breath to the pressing of the Main Gate and the blocking of
the Door of Earth with the foot, this is a complete set of mudras and paces. The JinjingZ=#g
(Interdiction Scripture) collected in Sun Simiao’s F2/E5 (581?7-682) Qianjin yifang & &

75 quotes an “Old Immortal’s Scripture’ as follows:

There are six different methods of interdiction: the first is interdiction with the teeth,

in which the breath is held at the level of the teeth; the second is interdiction with the
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eyes, in which one eye is shut and the other opened; the third is interdiction by
thought, in which one thinks of getting rid of all illness; the fourth is interdiction by
means of mudras, referring to the 15 positions in the hand; the fifth is interdiction by
breathing, in which the five ways of breathing out are used; the sixth is interdiction by
means of meditation, in which the various gods are all fixed in the mind’s eye and fed a
sacrifice, and the powers of heaven are moved to send their energies. Then the heaven-
ly drum is rolled. That is, the teeth are clicked together. (Qianjin yifang, Taipei: Insti-
tute for the Study of Chinese Medicine, 1980, photo offset of a Yuan woodblock
edition, 29.345)

The fourth mode of interdiction is that known today as ““hand positions’ or mudras,
which involves pressing a point on the fingers corresponding to the object one desires to
interdict, with the idea that this pressing will have the effect of suppressing the object. For
example, the first segment of the ring finger is called “‘snake and tiger point”: “In order to
heal snake or tiger bites, hold the breath and press this point.”” The Taishang zhuguo
jiumin zongzhen miyao K _FBHBIR RAREME (Summary of the Secret Instructions of the
Perfected of the Most High to Aid the State and Save the People), a Celestial Heart text of
the Northern Song, provides in its eighth chapter a complete set of instructions for the use
of mudras and paces under the title Taishang zhengfa Yubu dougang zhangmu juefa tuwen
FIFEBES M E B kB S (Diagrams and Texts of the Most High Orthodox Way for the
Paces of Yu, Walking on the Dipper and Pressing the Fingers). This chapter provides illus-
trations of the actual positions and sequences of mudras and paces, linking them to the
methods of breath control and incantations which together became an integral part of the
Celestial Heart movement.

Holding the breath and incanting are shamanistic healing techniques common among
the people from the Han dynasty or perhaps even earlier. The Wushier bingfang i+ —J&
75 (Fifty-two Recipes for Healing) disovered in the third Han tomb at Mawangdui near
Changsha is the earliest medical treatise ever discovered, and it records a large number of
these techniques. For example: “If one has been wounded and the blood flows, incant as
follows: 'For a male, exhaust; for a female, cut.’” Draw five lines on the ground and spit”
(Zhou Yimou fE—Z¥, Xiao Zuotao FE{EHk, eds., Mawangdui yishu kaozhu & T HEE&EH
IE , Taipei: Lequn, 1989, p. 55). This refers to the ancient shamanistic technique of using
incantations — also called “‘interdictions” — to cure illness. In order to stop the flow of
blood in a man or a woman, one must draw five lines on the ground, and then spit on the
wounded spot. A festering wound can be healed in the following manner: “Wait for thun-

der from heaven and massage with the two hands; face the thunder and incant: *King of the
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east --- of the west, petrifying flesh ruler in the netherword.”” (p. 81)

The steps of Yu is a kind of pace used in shamanistic pacing. Yang Xiong 5 (58 BC-
18 AD), in his Fayan %5 , writes: “In ancient times, Yu ordered the waters and the land,
and it was Yu who first performed most of the shamanistic paces.” Li Gui Z=#f{ explains: *
‘When Yu tamed the flood, he injured his leg while striding over mountains and rivers, so
he walked with a limp .... Vulgar shamans mostly imitate the steps of Yu” (Fayan, Beijing:
Zhonghua shuju, 1983 photo-offset of the woodblock edition of Mr. Qin of Jiangdu, 10.1).
The Wushier bingfang also records several healing techniques involving both incantations
and the steps of Yu. The following is one of twelve items concerning the healing of snake
bites:

Pour a glass of yinji % /& liquid into a xili ;% % gourd and hold it in the left hand.
Facing north, take three Yu steps in the direction of the person, ask his name, then say:
In such-and-such a year ... today. Have him drink half the glass. Say: the sickness is ...
already eliminated. Then overturn the gourd and leave the patient. (op. cit., p. 97)

“Yinji> probably refers to what Li Shizhen ZSfEES (1518-1593) calls “earth liquid” in
his Bencao gangmu ZXEfff] B (Materia medica), in his fifth chapter of the “water section,”
quoting the Mingyi bielu £,%&3)|$% of Tao Hungjing [ 7<= (456-536); the term “xili” refers
to a large-bellied gourd. By pouring a glass of earth liquid into a gourd and combining that
with the particular direction one faces, the steps of Yu and incantations, one can heal snake
bites.

The subsequent development of Six Dynasties Taoist techniques of mudras and paces is
inseparable from breath-control and incantation techniques. Both the Orthodox Unity
school, with its emphasis on talismans and registers, and the Supreme Clarity school, with
its techniques of transcendence, use these techniques, the first in the context of exorcisms,
the second in order to tread the constellations in heavenly flight. Chapter 61 of the Yunji
gigian 2% %%, ‘Method for the Absorption of the Numinous Energies of the Five Direc-
tions” ( fR .5 B4R 1% ), records a method for achieving immortality which combines palm

and finger mudras with paces:

The general method of making palm mudras is clenching firmly with the fingers: by this
means one can make the dipper revolver, seal the five peaks, close the Three Luminar-
ies, capture demons, stir up the river sources, firm up the true energy, and control all
that is visible and invisible. When that rite is finished, breathe out and send off by
means of a mudra so as to disperse the energy. In making mudras, women favor the

right (side of the hand), and men the left, in accord with the Yin-Yang distinction.

Xil
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Section [ . General Introduction
Includes an account of the origins and transmission of paces and mudras, as
well as a description of the context of their use, their types, and their struc
tures.
Section [[ . Secret Manuals of Hand Gestures and Ritual Steps
1. Finger Mudras
Includes both text and illustrations. Each item is accompanied by a
frontal or angle photograph, an explanation of the mudra’s function, and
a description of the sequence of transformations of finger positions and
of the related paces, incantations, talismans and registers.
2. Palm Mudras
Includes both text and illustrations. Each item is accompanied by a
frontal or angle photograph, an explanation of the mudra’s function, and
a description of the finger segments to be pressed or of the corresponding
earthly branches, trigrams or constellations, as well as of the related
paces, incantations, talismans and registers.
3. Paces
Includes both text and illustrations. Each item is accompanied by hand-
drawn diagrams of the step sequences and a description of the corre-
sponding mudras, incantations, talismans and registers.
4. Related Secret Instructions
Includes a description of related visualizations of divinities, directed
thoughts, internal circulation of energy and use of the ritual command
seal.
Section [l . Appendices
Provides the texts of the manuscripts of the secret instructions for paces and

mudras.

The above form of presentation bases its descriptions on the paces and mudras as they
are used in specific rituals, in order to illustrate clearly the meaning and structure of these
secret instructions in their ritual contexts. The collection includes not only Taoist rituals,
but also the rituals of shamanism and popular Buddhism.

The collection is the product of a long-term fieldwork project, and participants there-
fore adapted the above-described structure to the concrete realities of the field. The results

will be published as a series.

The materials in this series were collected in the context of three projects financed by
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The materials in this series were collected in the context of three projects financed by
the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International Scholarly Exchange: ‘“‘Chinese Region-
al Theatre in Its Social and Ritual Context,” directed by Wang Ch’iu-kuei, ‘“The Structure
and Dynamics of Chinese Rural Society,” directed by John Lagerwey, and ‘‘Ritual Theatre
in China,” directed by David Holm. The Shih Ho-cheng Folk Culture Foundation has
provided the space and equipment needed by the editorial staff. The SMC Publishing Inc.
has graciously consented to publish it. I wish here to express my heartfelt gratitude to each

of these organizations.

Wang Ch’iu-kuei, General Editor

Note The preface attempts only to give a succinct account of the combined use of mudras and
star-walks in Taoist ritual. For a detailed study of star-walkings see Poul Andersn, “The
Practice of Bugang,” Cahiers d’Extréme-Asie 5 (1989—1990), 15—53.
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