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Th is book has gone through a slow gestation, from undergraduate interest to 
scholarly specialization; on its way it has encountered transformative infl u-
ences from many people. I owe the greatest debt to my Th ree Teachers in 
Literature, Daoism, and History: Wilt Idema, whose unrivaled erudition will 
always remind me to strive for more knowledge; Kristofer Schipper, without 
whose enduring support and inspiring ideas I would never have written this 
book; and Sue Naquin, whose generosity and critical acumen as a thesis advi-
sor has set an example from which future generations of students and scholars 
will benefi t. All of them have off ered invaluable ideas right up through the very 
end of this gestation.

In addition to my three patron saints, others have constructively critiqued 
earlier work on which this book is based. During the pro cess of writing, Ste-
phen Teiser taught me that some questions are better than others, and Andrew 
Plaks forced me to be clearer and more precise— a necessity that Willard Peter-
son also did his best to inculcate. I am also indebted to Poul Andersen, Ursula- 
Angelika Cedzich, John Lagerwey, Paul Katz, Terry Kleeman, Nathan Sivin, 
and Liu Xun. Th eir feedback has strongly altered the path of research that led 
to this book.

After I started to seriously work on the book manuscript, I was again 
greatly helped by the critical readings of a number of people. Ursula- 
Angelika Cedzich and John Lagerwey agreed to read early versions. I can-
not begin to describe my gratitude for their fruitful double toil. Barend Ter 
Haar’s feedback has been so meticulous and thorough that it constitutes its 
own category, paralleled only by the critique I received from Sarah Schnee-
wind. Both are superb readers and incredibly generous. Finally, my friend 
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has shown me the secrets of Hunan and that we now “share” them. Kenneth 
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agement has been most encouraging. Th is is true also of my colleagues at the 
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William H. Nienhauser Jr., and Steve Ridgely in par tic u lar have helped me 
believe that my eff orts  were going somewhere. Th anks to them, the Depart-
ment of East Asian Languages and Literature has been a warm environment 
for ju nior scholars.

Th ere is one kind of contribution that makes life livable: friendship. I 
could not have survived without Kutlu Akalin, Ian Chapman, David Engel-
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Copp has not only been a good friend; he has continued to provide feedback 
on my writing even though I have reciprocated very little. During the past 
few years UW– Madison has become a thriving place for the study of Dao-
ism. Th is is entirely due to the active engagement of my students, especially 
Michael Naparstek, Aaron Reich, and Tobias Zürn. I have learned a lot from 
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Th e Cultural Sphere of the Novel

Th is study bridges the gap between a seventeenth- century novel and its cul-
tural environment, a gap caused largely by the academic classifi cation of that 
novel as literary fi ction. Like other novels from the same time period, it is 
written in the vernacular language. In contrast to the classical Chinese writ-
ten language, which is the language of the ancient phi los o phers, the medieval 
poets, and the imperial bureaucracy, the vernacular can boast no authorita-
tive grandeur. Th is more colloquial language appears on the literary scene 
relatively late and claims to represent the spoken word.1 Crucially the applica-
tion of the vernacular is not limited exclusively to the late imperial novel; it 
also serves as the language for a par tic u lar class of dramatic action, namely the 
martial rituals that constitute the regionally diff ering religious traditions of 
village exorcists, spirit mediums, and local Daoists. It is this fundamental kin-
ship of vernacular novels and vernacular rituals that I will be investigating. 
In that vernacular sphere, where ritual and literature are so conjoined, we 
fi nd that the narratives told in the novel are acutely pertinent to our under-
standing of late imperial society, from the rural village that is connected with 
larger urban centers through temple networks to the emperor who patronizes 
Daoist ritualists to enlist demonic warriors for the defense of the empire.

Th e world of the late imperial Chinese novel is, by and large, one of 
magic and enchantment. Fengshen yanyi (Canonization of the Gods, hereafter 
Canonization) is no exception. Browsing through the hundred chapters of 
this and several other vernacular novels, one cannot fail to notice the remark-
able fascination of their authors with the epic battles between violent heroes 
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2 Introduction

and bloodthirsty demons, with their weapons possessed by witchcraft, and 
with the martial methods they have received from immortal sorcerers. For 
this reason Canonization has somewhat backhandedly been praised as “a par-
tic u lar mode of Chinese fantasy”2 or a novel that is memorable mostly for the 
“abundant and unique fantasy of its author.”3 In the academic study of liter-
ary fi ction, where the book has been subsumed for most of the twentieth 
century, it has come to occupy a position so marginal that it seems fantastic 
to point out that the book once ranked among the absolute best sellers of late 
imperial China.4 One late nineteenth- century observer even calls it “the 
greatest book of marvels ever printed.”5 Perhaps more incredible, the book 
used to occupy a paramount position in cultural spheres that extended far 
beyond literature.

“Fiction” and “fantasy” may be critical terms in literary studies, but they 
provide a poor analytical premise for understanding late imperial novels.6 
Unless we are content to label all human culture “fi ction,” the specifi c case of 
Canonization off ers great incentive for reconsidering this academic classifi ca-
tion. Th e book draws the almost four hundred protagonists of its episodes 
from a fi eld that is rather unliterary: the religious occasions where exorcistic 
rituals are performed on behalf of local communities. Th is cultural sphere is 
populated by religious professionals and their spectacular confrontations 
with demons and other fearsome entities; it is pervaded by martial per for-
mances that are sometimes closer to ritual, sometimes closer to theatre, and 
sometimes unambiguously military; and it is intimately related to the social 
and religious institutions of late imperial China.

Th e main argument I make throughout this study is that ritual practices 
form the primary referents in the broad cultural domain to which Canoniza-
tion belongs. Ritual practices inform the episodes that are narrated in the late 
imperial novel and are acted out in theatre. Th e par tic u lar rituals under con-
sideration are martial procedures known as Th under Ritual (leifa), a type of 
ritual that is instrumental for building the local communities that form late 
imperial society. To be precise, Th under Rituals are used to capture the un-
ruly and uncanonical spirits that enthrall local communities and to trans-
form them into bona fi de sacred beings aligned with cultural institutions that 
transcend any single locality or region. Th ese ritual methods form one constit-
uent element of what Kristofer Schipper calls the Daoist “liturgical structure”7 
or “structuring system,”8 which is intended to accommodate the autonomous 
spiritual forces at the heart of local communities and to integrate them 
within a larger social and religious framework.9 Th e newly formed relation-
ships between local cults of worship, on the one hand, and the broader reach 



of Daoist liturgies, on the other, constitute the kind of relations that have 
informed those between the various protagonists in Canonization.

Th e traditional novel is one expression of a premodern discourse that 
constitutes society and that is simultaneously formulated by means of ritual 
and theatre. What ultimately defi nes these three genres of novel, ritual, and 
theatre as the intertwined elements of a single cultural complex is that each 
in its own way articulates the “work of the gods,” to borrow Victor Turner’s 
phrase.10 I am referring to the acts of the gods— their miracles and meritori-
ous deeds— as they can be reconstituted by mortals in the form of ritual and 
theatrical per for mance and, derived from these, in the form of novels. Th e 
reenactment of the work of the gods in each of these three genres naturally 
implies the reconstitution of the gods themselves in that they are embodied 
by religious professionals in ritual, played by actors on stage, and brought to 
life by texts that incorporate them within larger theoretical frameworks. What 
these genres elucidate is the merit of par tic u lar gods and the specifi c ways 
these gods have attained their merits. By reenacting the work of the gods it is 
ultimately possible to re- create their effi  cacy.

Th e second argument I make is that the very possibility of reenacting the 
effi  cacy of certain gods is exactly what the narrative of Canonization conveys 
and exemplifi es. Its individual gods are associated with specifi c martial “meth-
ods” ( fa) that can be executed as ritual by trained religious experts in wars 
against demons but that can also be enforced as divine laws for communal or-
ga ni za tion during times of actual war. At those moments ritual masters, who 
summon the “demon warriors” (guibing) of martial gods, join forces with mar-
tial institutions like local militias ( yibing, “Righ teous Troops”). Akin to the 
procedures of ritual masters (who sometimes act as commanders), local militias 
also defend their communities against threats by assuming the role of demon 
warriors. Men and gods thus fi ght shoulder to shoulder in a liturgical network 
of divine protection. It is  here that we may see the use of the late imperial novel 
as a store house for cultural repertoires that can be employed by ritualists and 
militias, as well as by the broader communities of which they are a part.

Th is is what I call “demonic warfare”: martial methods that ritually con-
struct the actual battles of mortal warriors as events that are paralleled by si-
multaneous battles of demon warriors. Th ough real blood is shed and real 
men are killed, this warfare is largely an aff air of gods who do not physically 
participate in the fi ght. Th e gods’ presence is always mediated through em-
bodiment by humans: warriors possessed by gods, warriors with painted 
faces like the demonic underlings of gods, or simply warriors who say they 
are miraculously aided by the gods whose protection has been invoked.
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It is because these gods function as protectors of communities that their 
temples are relevant for understanding Canonization. And it is because of 
these gods that we can attach the stories narrated in Canonization to specifi c 
temples and the larger socioreligious networks that they constitute. As we 
will see, the martial gods presented in Canonization are quite straightfor-
wardly linked to concrete hierarchies of temples that are ruled by the Great 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak (Dongyue Dadi). Th is god is the divine bureau-
crat who holds sway over the souls of the dead, over unruly spirits, and over 
other phantoms in the world of shade that are waiting to be transformed into 
new living beings. It is because of him, and his offi  ces of spiritual transforma-
tion, that ritualists may gain possession of demon warriors. It is also because 
of him that the troops deployed through Th under Ritual can be transferred 
from one locality to another and even be deployed for defense of the empire. 
Without him, local spirits would remain local.

Before situating the novel Canonization within the specifi c history of 
Daoist martial ritual, I will address broader issues of ritual and of the sacred 
in relation to literature and to martial theatre. Th en I will juxtapose Canon-
ization (and similar novels that are also based on ritual models) with other 
late imperial novels that are self- consciously written as literary fi ction.

Literature, Ritual, and the Strange

To put ritual center stage is not the same as understanding novels in the light 
of some “critical refl ection” on the predicament of ritual, as one recent study 
would suggest.11 My approach emphatically diverges from general readings of 
novels as a form of social critique. Th e academic trope of an intellectual au-
thor who observes the maladies of his time and transforms them into a (usu-
ally unfavorable) assessment of peers, politics, or prevalent customs sits too 
comfortably within the general practices of modern scholarship. It reverber-
ates all too well with the distance that authors are assumed to have vis-à- vis 
their narrative products: a novel is usually understood to be an individual’s 
discourse about something, and it is viewed from enough distance to allow 
for critical refl ection. Moreover this type of scholarly identifi cation with crit-
ical distance seems all the more detrimental in the realm of Chinese religion, 
the fl amboyance of which is so far removed from our dusty library shelves. In 
fact an increasing epistemological rift is apparent between rural communi-
ties, with their sacrifi cial rituals and trance possession, and urban society, 
whose members are born long after the neighborhood temple with its ritual-
ists have been expelled from the city’s premises.



Contrary to approaches that revolve around an interpretive gap between 
the overt signifi ers of a text and its covert meaning, the integrated vision of 
novel, ritual, and community that I off er in this study suggests a profound af-
fi nity between an author (or compiler) and the narratives and practices that 
constitute late imperial society. Proximity to the subject matter of novels is key 
for understanding them more fully. Rather than keeping a critical distance 
from the rituals it represents, Canonization is positioned as their inseparable 
outgrowth. Th e novel is attached to ritual as a narrative explication, similar to 
the traditional commentaries that are attached to classical texts. In that sense 
the novel is almost a part of ritual. Th is aspect will be more fully treated below.

Before everything  else, it is necessary to understand this cultural sphere 
of novel, ritual, and theatre as one that functions entirely within an en-
chanted world, that is, a world in which it is commonly deemed possible that 
objects may develop spiritual properties or that humans may become pos-
sessed by outside spirits. In the same way that a stone may transform into a 
mischievous monkey who assists his Buddhist master in Journey to the West 
(Xiyouji) or that a baleful star may become the leader of a rebel band in Wa-
termargin (Shuihuzhuan), the actual premodern Chinese landscape is dotted 
with spirited rocks, fox fairies, and temples where spirit mediums become 
possessed by gods. All of these enchanted objects can develop a life of their 
own; they are presences whose powers are attested in local histories. Even in 
the intimate sphere of the  house hold there are stove gods, spirits who guard 
the doors, a goddess of the privy, and so on.

For a person living in the late imperial age, spirits are so ubiquitous that 
it would be rather hard to avoid them. Th e presence of the sacred can be felt 
almost anywhere and anytime. When J. J. M. De Groot interviews the Chi-
nese about their religious customs in the last few de cades of the nineteenth 
century, he arrives at the following generalization:

Th e dogma, prevailing in China from the earliest times, that the universe 
is fi lled in all its parts with shen and kwei, naturally implies that dev ils and 
demons must also swarm about the homes of men in numbers inestimable. 
It is, in fact, an axiom which constantly comes out in conversing with the 
people, that they haunt every frequented and lonely spot, and that no place 
exists where man is safe from them.12

De Groot’s conversation partners are no ordinary Chinese. Th e interviews that 
lead him to see the ubiquity of “dev ils and demons” (shen and gui [kwei]) as a 
dogma or an axiom are consistently held with in for mants from the lettered 
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6 Introduction

elite. From his six volumes of ethnographic details about rites, beliefs, and spir-
itual beings in late nineteenth- century Fujian, it is clear that these dev ils and 
demons are not limited to the uneducated lower classes. Th e distance that 
modern scholars often seem to assume between the men of letters they study 
and the phenomenon of demonic spirits does not refl ect the very common 
late imperial reality of literati involvement in related religious practices. Th e 
ascription of a secular ratio to those who pass the examination system is, of 
course, entirely contingent on the very existence of that secular ratio— yet it 
is doubtful that even the fi ercest opponents of demonic discourse did so out 
of a mentality that had anything to do with secularism.13

We do well to dwell briefl y on the diff erence between modern intellectu-
als and their premodern counterparts in terms of the distance from the sa-
cred that they would experience. Max Weber has famously argued that the 
“increasing intellectualization and rationalization” of the modern worldview 
means, before anything, “that the world is disenchanted” and that mastery 
over the environment is no longer achieved by imploring sacred powers.14 
Indeed in a universe where humans are not in daily and tangible proximity to 
anything sacred, it becomes almost natural to understand anything  else as 
equally distanced from a divine principle. In the modern world even stories 
about spirits or godlings are often understood as divorced from the presence 
of any divinity and, all the more so, divorced from the sanctifi ed practices of 
any religion that outsiders would want to recognize as bona fi de. Instead they 
may be labeled fi ctions created by literary authors who are situated in a world 
where divine beings can be analyzed in terms familiar to modern literary 
discourse, terms that transform these gods into allegorical descriptions of 
lyrical passion or meta phors of enchantment.15 Th e general interpretive prac-
tice in modern literary analysis holds that religious references should not be 
taken “at face value.”16 Th ey serve as the tools for the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion; for example, ritual becomes a symptom of “disenchantment,” “disaff ec-
tion,” “alienation,” and so on.17 In short, religion is made into a meta phor for 
something  else; or, to put it slightly diff erently, religion is assessed as a second- 
order image used to refer to a deeper reality that is thought to be primary but 
is never explicitly expressed by the letter of the text.

Th e secular worldview has been vividly described by Marcel Gauchet. It 
has distanced itself from the divine so that the world may be understood in 
its own right; it has realized a “departure from religion.”18 It is a world that 
has transitioned “from a system of cohabitation with several minor divinities 
to one of being separated from a single all- pervasive divine principle.”19 Th at 
distant God may be omnipotent, but his “absence from this world . . .  pro-



vides the basis for an open interrogation about his enigmatic designs.”20 It is 
in this world where the rational mentality of secular academia has developed 
and where the scientifi c mentality that Weber described has taken a fi rm hold. 
Th anks to this distance created between everyday reality and divine princi-
ple, a discursive space has been opened up where humans may provide their 
own explanation of the world. But it would be a mistake to read this modern 
secularism back into the world of Chinese martial ritual, which is the envi-
ronment in which the traditional novel started to thrive. Th ere religious ex-
planations are hard to avoid.

As we will see in chapter 1, the “departure from religion” that Gauchet 
describes has become predominant in Chinese literary studies too. Lu Xun 
formulated his defi nition of “literary fi ction” entirely on the basis of Tang 
tales, which he claimed  were liberated from mythical or religious meaning, 
even though the stories still revolved around religious topics. For Lu Xun the 
detachment from “myth” (shenhua, literally “stories about spirits”) is the ex-
plicit yardstick by which to mea sure the rise of fi ction.21 Much more recently 
Judith Zeitlin similarly proposes to “circumvent the problem of the supernat-
ural” in order for the scholar of Chinese literature to establish “the strange as 
a literary category.”22 Admittedly her study of the strange explores the many 
uncanny apparitions in Liaozhai zhiyi, a work written by literati for literati in 
classical Chinese, not the vernacular language that characterizes the late impe-
rial novel. Nonetheless her method is representative for literary studies. While 
the par tic u lar stories she selects for her argument could probably be defi ned as 
(relatively) free of overt religious layers, the way she attains this absence of reli-
gion unfortunately lies exactly in the very act of selective reading: she admits 
that in fact “the bulk of Liaozhai tales involves ghosts, fox- spirits, gods, and 
immortals.”23 However, in her recent work she does take into consideration the 
complex historical relationship between literature and other cultural fi elds, 
including medicine, theology, ritual, and religion broadly defi ned.24 Indeed, in 
her book Th e Phantom Heroine, she underscores “the close link between ritual 
and theater even on ostensibly secular occasions.”25 Among scholars of literature 
this important new approach defi nes her as a minority voice.

One may speculate that there is an additional reason for the desire to 
detach literature from religious interpretations: the con ve nience of a kind of 
increased hermeneutical liberty. As soon as one declares that a par tic u lar 
narrative revolves around fi ction or fantasy rather than religious reality, it re-
lieves one of the burden to consider the restricting ideologies of religious insti-
tutions. Th is seems to be the case in a recent study of Japa nese repre sen ta tions 
of monsters and other apparitions of the strange. In it the enchanted world is 
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understood as “weird” or “spooky,” imbued with the power to “defy estab-
lished regimes of knowledge, remaining elusive and inexplicable.”26 Japa nese 
monsters are made to embody a sort of counterculture that resists subjection 
to the ordering discourse of central institutions. However, in the case of the 
spirits that appear throughout Canonization (and other contemporary Chi-
nese novels), it is hardly accurate to say that they resist classifi cation. Th e exact 
opposite is true: the spirits, specters, monsters, goblins, ghosts, and all other 
so- called supernatural phenomena are in fact entirely understandable within 
the discourse of ritual professionals during the late imperial age— a fact of 
which literati authors seem to be much more aware than modern scholars. 
Th ese ritualists, in turn, partake of and further spread a larger religious epis-
teme that informs common assumptions about the demonic powers over which 
they claim to have control. Th e rationalized distance toward outlandish mani-
festations of the supernatural that is felt by the modern intellectual stands at 
odds with their relative naturalness in the premodern world. For that reason, 
too, the term super-“natural” is misleading to begin with.

In order to classify, resolve, and accommodate the powers that populate 
the wilderness of the spirit world, ritual procedures draw on extensive re-
gimes of knowledge that are entirely rational within premodern Chinese the-
ology. Always in the context of communal concerns, ritual professionals con-
sider the weird and spooky as a threat not because of their inexplicable nature 
(as we will see, spirits are always explained in some way) but rather because of 
the powerful autonomy they possess in the face of their human environment: 
their position outside of any social hierarchy. According to the exorcistic, 
martial methods that are used throughout the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynas-
ties, the danger of a demon lies less in its demonic nature per se than in its 
tendency to operate outside communal purview. Th e exorcisms that are made 
to act upon demons, then, do not necessarily aim to annihilate them but in-
stead strive to incorporate them within the structured environment of a ritual 
order. Th e aim is not simply to give them a stable classifi cation within some 
discourse, but fi rst of all to reform them, to make them abjure their selfi sh 
lust for power. Th e fact that their demonic nature itself cannot be changed is 
put to good use: these demons and the powers they embody are incorporated 
into ritual and deployed by ritualists against new disorders. For that reason I 
will use the term “exorcism” loosely, generally denoting a ritual subjugation 
of demons instead of their complete banishment or annihilation.

Th e voluminous groups of protagonists that Canonization weaves into a 
coherent narrative are usually drawn from spirits that could be described as 
demons or monsters or other terms that the En glish language has for ap-



proximating the Chinese categories of gui or yaoguai. In most cases these terms 
refer to phenomena that are unruly or undomesticated rather than inexpli-
cable. Th e rationale behind them is one of authority and hierarchy. Th e powers 
of these apparitions may be terrifying, but only so long as they remain on 
their own, unsupervised and without allegiance. To call something a demon 
or a monster is mostly subjectively done from the perspective of those who 
are enmeshed in the discourse of social (or cosmic) order. All entities that do 
threaten to destabilize the safety of the discursive structure are deviant. La-
bels such as xie (“deviant,” and by extension “evil”) or yin (“excessive,” and by 
extension “illicit”) should rather be seen as terms for establishing the dis-
course of order, juxtaposing it with powers that are a threat to it. Th ese terms 
are not qualifi cations of some inherently fl awed moral nature; what matters is 
not the moral disposition of a gui but its unpredictable autonomy.

Applying this perspective to the unoffi  cial and uncanonical cults of wor-
ship that receive sacrifi ces in villages, their local spirits are by defi nition not a 
part of any institutional authority that extends beyond the strict locality, 
while the narrator who conveys their presence in his textual repre sen ta tion 
almost never belongs to the locality he describes. Th e narrator therefore can 
barely avoid the label xie or yin when he describes the unfamiliar spirits that 
are enshrined as local gods, because he always represents the larger cultural 
order. Yet as soon as local spirits are made to engage with ritual methods, 
their true nature can be revealed. Sacred histories are articulated for them, 
and communal histories are articulated through them. Th en their demonic 
labels may subsequently be altered. A gui may turn out to be a mere “spiritual 
power” (ling) of some deceased family member, and a yaoguai may turn out 
to be the “essence” ( jing) of an animal that had been allowed to linger too 
long in the darkness below the fl oors of a  house.

From a Chinese religious perspective, the gods deifi ed on long “canoniza-
tion lists” at the end of the Ming novel Canonization are likewise no mere 
fi ctions. Th ey too are drawn from the tremendous reservoir of local spirits 
that are venerated as local saints. Originally deemed autonomous and dan-
gerous, they are rendered harmless by means of ritual methods that capture 
them, and then incorporated into the ritual structure of those who subdue 
them. To a large extent a book like Canonization refl ects the exorcistic strat-
egy of enlisting locally autonomous forces into a pantheon with transregional 
or even national appeal. It brings local stories into a grand narrative frame-
work that draws on the collective memory of China’s imperial history. Can-
onization relates local traditions to the imagined community of a Chinese 
empire. For audiences of the Ming dynasty, these stories are at the core of 
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what has been called in a diff erent context the stories “they tell themselves 
about themselves.”27 Ming novels are compiled by literati authors as collections 
of local, sacred histories. Th eir “fi ctionality” lies less in the author’s unique tal-
ent for creating new stories than in the overarching narrative unity that he 
seamlessly weaves out of disparate episodes. Consciously or not, these authors 
thus act in a way that looks suspiciously like an eff ort to synthesize the diver-
sity of Chinese religion and recount it as a unity. Th ey bring individual pro-
tagonists from local backgrounds into play on a nationwide stage of History 
writ large.

Th e meta phor of stage play is not gratuitous. Very few of the novels  here 
considered are not built on the episodes of theatre commonly performed at 
festivals and other communal or religious celebrations, dramatically accom-
panying the more formal rituals.

Th eatrical Acts, Combative Acts

In his seminal study on the ritual roots of Chinese theatre, Piet Van der Loon 
refers to a twelfth- century record about the participation of paramilitary 
groups in the annual festivals around Chengdu (Sichuan) in the year 1060.28 
It shows that religious celebrations are occasions where social or ga ni za tion 
blends with other sorts of per for mance. Van der Loon refers to this record in 
order to discuss the importance of “mock combat,” which he relates to the 
broader question of “combat plays that are executed by ritual militias.”29 Th e 
record he only paraphrases is part of an imperial prohibition on religious 
theatre and reads as follows:

In all prefectures of this jurisdiction there are lazy bums who go around 
collecting money and goods every year, in the name of off ering requiting 
sacrifi ces to demonic gods. One neighborhood assembles two- or three- 
hundred men who act with the titles “Army General,” “Government 
Clerk,” or “Local Suboffi  cials”; they hold spears and swords, fl ags and ban-
ners, and battalion rods; women, even, are dressed in men’s clothes, and 
men are dressed in women’s clothes. Th ey are accompanied by music and a 
“hundred theatricals,” and they go on for three or four nights without in-
terruption.30

For Van der Loon this passage illustrates the existence of per for mances by 
“ritual militias” that antedate similar types of per for mance that would nor-
mally be unambiguously categorized as theatre in the modern, secular sense. 



It is a part of his overall argument that Chinese theatre is rooted in violent, 
exorcistic or “shamanic” practices.

Th ese “ritual militias” are among the least studied topics of Chinese pop-
u lar culture. Th is is surprising because anthropologists of modern China such 
as David Jordan have suggested that, in the past, “each village actually had 
soldiers for combat purposes.”31 He observes that it is upon militias that mar-
tial arts groups who participate in temple festivals are based, saying that these 
pro cessions of a temple’s “soldiers” represent a “god’s army” just as an emperor 
or general would proceed with his military forces. Moreover, Jordan claims, 
these troupes are trained on the basis of specifi c traditions of martial arts as 
well as on the basis of “classical novels.”32 As we will see, this claim is consis-
tent with historical circumstances.

More recently Stephan Feuchtwang has placed these local traditions of 
martial arts in relation to ritual training and spirit possession. He observes 
village protection bands who are “taught by masters of a tradition of martial 
arts practicing disciplines partly of possession by invoked deities and partly 
of breath control as well as a series of initiation hardships ending with bear-
ing the master’s sword cuts.”33 He further points out that local militias would 
usually meet in temples of martial gods. Th ough the military function of 
these martial artists is not discussed by Donald Sutton, in one of his articles 
he too observes their affi  liation with temples who lodge “military gods that 
protect communities.”34 In Sutton’s recent book he describes how the martial 
artists are consecrated by a ritual master and then “considered to embody the 
essence of the spirit whose name [they bear].”35

Historical sources provide references to actual warfare for this construc-
tion of demonic warriors fi ghting in the name of a martial god. Barend Ter 
Haar refers in passing to a Ming dynasty case in Guangdong where the local 
defense forces are or ga nized along the lines of cults of an exorcist god known 
as the Dark Emperor (Xuan Di). Ter Haar writes, “Th e crucial role of the de-
ity in supporting these [defensive] activities and the link between his cult 
groups and the or ga ni za tion of a local defense is clear.”36 It is this kind of 
connection between gods and communities that local militias embody.

Van der Loon’s example of militias that perform their “hundred theatri-
cals” is an event that occurs in the context of a sacrifi cial festival to a “de-
monic god,” and it illustrates the continuum between martial per for mance 
and religious ritual quite well. Th e “hundred theatricals” are a general term 
for displays of physical skill. Th ey would include acrobatics such as juggling, 
but also “displays of martial arts like wrestling, stave- fi ghting, and sword- 
fi ghting.”37 As noted by Tanaka Issei, textual rec ords about military skills 
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performed in religious theatre since the early eleventh century can be found.38 
An elaborate example of this continuum between martial per for mance and 
religious ritual even for not explicitly religious occasions is recorded at the 
beginning of the twelfth century, in the Dongjing menghua lu.39 Th e descrip-
tions illustrate vividly that the imperial army would practice their martial 
prowess in order to entertain the imperial court of the Northern Song (960– 
1127). Th e soldiers who perform their “one hundred army theatricals” (zhu-
jun baixi) are dressed in peculiar ways: they wear “red bandanas” (hongjin) 
wrapped around their head, hold diff erent kinds of pennants and insignia, 
and carry masks or paint their faces in diff erent primary colors. Th us the fi rst 
thing to note is that soldiers manifest themselves in ways that are virtually 
identical to theatre actors.

Th e second thing to note is that theatre is explained in reference to tem-
ple gods. Th e author repeatedly stresses that the image invoked by these ap-
pearances is that of demonic spirits. Indeed some of the actors are said to be 
literally shaped like demonic gods, while others are even more specifi cally 
described as wearing masks and robes that are “like the statues of demonic 
gods in temples.”40 One soldier is said to be in the “likeness of Zhong Kui,”41 
a divine demonifuge who is still widely enacted in exorcistic rituals today. In 
other words, these soldiers embody the presences of the gods.

All this masquerading looks remarkably like the demonic masks and 
ghostly faces of the martial arts groups that nowadays participate in temple 
pro cessions in order to entertain the gods to whom they pledge allegiance (see 
fi g. 1). In fact some of the Song dynasty soldiers even have “tattooed bodies” 
(wenshen), as do the martial participants of temple pro cessions in the modern 
age. Th eir activities too seem to correspond: the soldiers “carry real sables, 
stabbing at each other in mock combat and acting out the postures of shatter-
ing the face and gauging out the heart.”42 When several groups are on stage, 
they come together in battle formations and act out attack strategies. Em-
bodying demons and gods, soldiers engage in mock combat.

Th ese rec ords from the late eleventh and early twelfth century may serve 
to exemplify the fact that martial theatre is not merely about the display of 
martial skill but also about military violence— and in both cases the powers 
invoked are those of demonic gods. Aside from Van der Loon, few scholars 
have investigated this substantial correspondence between theatre and war-
fare.43 In his extensive exploration of the religious roots of Chinese theatre, 
Ye Mingsheng devotes one article to the military function of martial theatre, 
especially the military exorcism.44 He makes an argument similar to Van der 
Loon’s idea of “mock combat,” namely that the goal of these military plays is 



to “practice battle” in a way that prepares the soldiers for actual battle. And 
just like Van der Loon, Ye does not forget that these plays take place in the 
context of a sacrifi cial ritual. It is this ritual environment that requires fur-
ther investigation.

On a simple level these acts of martial prowess are performed as theatre 
because they exemplify a martial order that can be repeated and repeated. 
Th ey serve as a practice run for violent enforcement of order (i.e., real com-
bat) and as markers of divine powers that can be translated into social effi  -
cacy. Th ey are a part of the practices by which communities maintain order 
through ritual enactment. As the British anthropologist Edmund Leach said 
in 1954, “If anarchy is to be avoided, the individuals who make up a society 
must from time to time be reminded of the underlying order that is supposed 
to guide their social activities. Ritual activities have this function for the 
group as a  whole. Th ey make explicit what is otherwise a fi ction.”45 From this 

Figure 1. Painted face of a member of a martial arts group during a temple pro cession in 
Tainan. Photo by author.
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perspective, the total complex of ritual activities makes the “underlying 
order” of a community visible.

Th e fact that Van der Loon’s sacrifi cial festival recurs annually is mean-
ingful; the enactment of these ritual procedures is standardized as part of the 
routine of life. Even if the precise content and form of the rituals diff er from 
time to time or from century to century, the annual sacrifi ce represents what 
Roy Rappaport calls a “liturgical order.”46 Rappaport takes Leach’s statement 
further by using this term in order to argue that ritual “does not simply re-
mind people of the orders which usage— behavior and history— violates and 
dissolves. It establishes and ever again reestablishes those orders.”47 Th e act-
ing out of ritual is equal to constituting society. Th is is similar to what Clif-
ford Geertz has argued for a diff erent context, namely that these procedures 
of worship make such an order “socially real.”48 To act is thus to achieve.

We can take this idea further and apply it specifi cally to martial acts that 
are indicated in the passage about sacrifi cial festivals. To “play” war or to “act 
out” battle is more than mere drama. As Rappaport writes, “Physical display 
indicates more, more clearly or other than, what words are able to communi-
cate.”49 Certainly when martial arts are performed by people with military 
titles who carry actual weaponry and “act” in or ga nized legions, they “dem-
onstrate it in a way that leaves little room for empty boasting.”50 In Avron 
Boretz’s study of the relationship between martial arts troupes and religious 
practices, he provides the example of a per for mance model related to the 
Ming novel Watermargin that shows how a “well- coordinated Song Jiang 
Batallion drill is, to untrained and expert eyes alike, a convincing, sometimes 
awe- inspiring demonstration of the performers’ potential to do real damage.”51 
In other words, these paramilitary fi gures annually substantiate their claims 
of possessing the martial powers of violent gods that would otherwise remain 
unsubstantiated in times of peace. To act is to demonstrate, substantiate, au-
thenticate. Whether we want to call it ritual, theatre, or anything  else, the 
martial prowess demonstrated by local militias and imperial soldiers alike is 
also an enactment of the work of the gods.

As in the example from eleventh- century Sichuan, the most common oc-
casions for theatrical per for mances are communal festivals celebrated on the 
anniversaries of gods or the consecration dates of their temples, as well as 
plays that  were commissioned by individuals (or entire communities) to ful-
fi ll a vow in gratitude for a god’s benefi cial deeds. Th at is not to say that there 
existed no theatre outside of these socioreligious occasions. Th ere are plenty 
of examples of late imperial theatre troupes sponsored by wealthy families to 
suggest that theatre could be staged whenever the economic resources al-



lowed for it.52 Yet, as Zeitlin argued, there exists a close link between ritual 
and theater even on ostensibly secular occasions. Regardless of the means and 
intentions of rich patrons, the specifi c narrative cycles to which the episodes 
of the Ming novel belong are primarily associated with theatre performed at 
communal festivals. Rather than originating in the minds of individual liter-
ary talents, the late imperial novel is an amalgamation of episodes that have a 
long pedigree as communal lore.

To say that the late imperial novel is constructed along lines that are simi-
lar to liturgical structures is not to say that a novel is equal to ritual. Quite the 
contrary, there are many diff erences between these two genres. Yet once one 
constructs close comparisons between the narrative structure of novels and 
the constituent elements of ritual, the distinct impression emerges that the 
novels are written as narrative accompaniments to ritual. By means of their 
full- fl edged narrative cycles, novels explain the sacred histories (and dynam-
ics) behind rituals and provide a comprehensive framework within which 
individual episodes of theatre are understood. It cannot be stated strongly 
enough that the novel appears on the scene long after ritual and theatre have 
dealt with the same subjects; ritual and theatre fi rst recount the work of the 
gods, and only then comes the novel.

Canonization of the Gods and the Literature 
of Canonization

Th e writing of novels as narrative accompaniments to ritual can be most 
readily observed in Canonization. In the case of this novel, there is an almost 
perfect fi t between narrative and ritual. To be precise, the end of the novel 
leaves the reader at the beginning of rituals. To be even more precise, the lists 
of canonized gods at the end of the novel tally overwhelmingly with similar 
lists of gods that are to be invoked at the beginning of a specifi c type of exor-
cist ritual. Specifi c sequences of par tic u lar names listed in the novel match 
those of ritual pantheons. In the case of Canonization the narrative of the 
novel literally ends where ritual procedures begin.

Since its appearance in print in the 1620s, Canonization has been tre-
mendously pop u lar throughout the late imperial age. As we will see in chap-
ter 2, the title captures the main dynamic behind the story: the pro cess by 
which its hundreds of protagonists are rewarded for their contributions to the 
denouement of the plot by investiture with divine title and rank. Th e title 
thus off ers the fi rst indication that its content is related to the dynamics be-
hind the formation of a liturgical structure I described earlier and work out 

 Novels and the Work of the Gods 15



16 Introduction

in chapters 2 through 5. Th e end of the novel provides long lists with the 
names of protagonists who receive divine investitures, lists that have given 
the book its colloquial nickname: Fengshenbang, the “List of Canonized 
Gods.” It is the inclusion of these lists that allows the book to be classifi ed as 
a narrative of canonization. We do well to note that the pro cess of canonizing 
the gods is entirely based on the merit they have achieved in battle. Th e “List 
of Canonization” functions as a statement of the merit of the gods, the work 
of the gods. Th is too is paralleled in ritual procedures for “pronouncing the 
merit [of the gods]” or “remuneration of merit.”53

Th e specifi c reference to divine investitures in the title of Canonization 
should not lead one to mistake this dynamic pro cess of canonization as if it 
 were relevant only for understanding this one book. Th ese lists of divine can-
onizations are devices shared by many other late Ming narratives that are 
commonly designated literary novels: Journey to the West, Watermargin, and 
perhaps the most pop u lar of all, the Romance of the Th ree Kingdoms (Sanguo 
yanyi), to mention only a few of the more famous examples. Yet these “great 
masterworks of the Ming novel” are not qualitatively diff erent from other 
books that are commonly designated as hagiography, such as the hagiogra-
phy of Princess Miaoshan (the life of the bodhisattva Guanyin, Nanhai 
Guanyin quanzhuan), the hagiography of the Dark Emperor ( Journey to the 
North, Beiyou ji), and the many saints’ lives that are included in Yuan and 
Ming collections of hagiographies. Although they are shorter than the mas-
terworks and although they are not stylistically of the same quality, they all 
share a similar narrative pattern whereby a mortal fi gure (presented as the 
embodiment of a god or spirit) engages in often violent practices that lead to 
a premature death and that qualify him or her for canonization as a divine 
offi  ceholder (usually by the Jade Emperor). Together they form a distinct “litera-
ture of canonization.”

Th e theme of premature death is particularly prominent in Canonization. 
Almost none of the many hundreds of protagonists dies a natural death of old 
age. Most of them die violently, so that they might turn into “vengeful de-
mons” (ligui), and therefore almost none would qualify for inclusion on the 
ancestral altar. Banished from worship within the  house hold to which they 
belong, they are abandoned and become generally classifi ed as “orphan spir-
its” (guhun), lonesome souls who no longer have a family to rely on. Such souls 
are a threat to society: they haunt the living, appearing to them in dreams or 
manifesting as diseases; they extort the living in an attempt to fi nd food (sac-
rifi ces) and shelter (a shrine).54 In late imperial China ritual institutions for 
appeasing such spirits are widespread. It is exactly to these rituals for contain-
ing orphan spirits that Canonization speaks.



In order to understand the cultural sphere in which Fengshen yanyi (and 
similar works of canonization) was situated, it is of crucial importance to 
distinguish it from other works that are self- consciously written as literary 
fi ction. Th ese novels are not so bluntly martial but are more subtly geared 
toward human emotions or inner experience. Encounters between protago-
nists are usually not in the context of battles for life and death, but rather 
romantic, courteous, or sexual. Protagonists are located in closed spaces, in 
some “inside” like a  house hold, a garden, or a ceremonial building. Th e pro-
tagonists do not travel long distances but develop their actions in more sta-
ble  or static settings such as the inner chambers. Th is model consists of 
novels such as Jin Ping Mei (Plum in the Golden Vase), Rulin Waishi (Th e Schol-
ars), and, of course, Honglou Meng (Dream of the Red Chamber). Th e novels 
in this group have less extensive antecedents in theatrical and ritual per for-
mance, and usually none at all. Th ey entail much more obviously what 
Shang Wei has termed a “new mode of literary production,” one that is “writ-
ten by individual literati authors for a literati audience” and dealing with 
“literati concerns.”55

Canonization of the Gods: Pop u lar Religion and 
Its Social Institutions

In this book I explain how Canonization is built upon Daoist ritual and reli-
gious theatre from various locales in late imperial China. I then elucidate the 
meaningful relationship between the novel and the communities that pro-
duce its episodes and protagonists in ritual and theatre. Th e novel, ritual, and 
local community share points of convergence and constitute nodes within a 
Daoist religious framework.

Mainstream theories of Chinese local religion hold that the clerical tradi-
tions of Buddhism and Daoism (and sometimes Confucianism) are not rele-
vant for understanding local “pop u lar religion.” Th is type of religion has 
been described as “localized, textually- light pop u lar religious cults” that are 
distinct from the “translocal, universalizing and textually- heavy elite tradi-
tions of Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism.”56 With few exceptions,57 
scholars have not seriously investigated the relationship between so- called 
pop u lar religion58 (or “local religion”)59 and those institutional religions with 
greater interregional coherence, such as Daoism. Th is is unfortunate because 
theories that make categorical distinctions between pop u lar religion and in-
stitutionalized religion may suff er from an ideological bias. Th ey ignore reli-
gious specialists who belong to some ecclesiastical institution and instead 
focus on a cultural realm that is assumed to belong to ordinary people, a 
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category that is derived from Marxist notions of class diff erence and perhaps 
modern demo cratic tastes.

Th is intellectual category is applied across historical periods, from the 
premodern to the present. For example, in her study of Song dynasty reli-
gion, Valerie Hansen ignores the canonical texts of Daoism (and Buddhism), 
reasoning that her study is one of “lay religion” and assuming that clerics 
 operated in a separate sphere.60 Richard Von Glahn lucidly critiques this 
 approach by questioning the rigid distinction between populus and ecclesia: “Th e 
distinction between hieratic/institutionalized religion defi ned by ‘canonical 
scriptures’ and ‘professional clergies,’ and lay/secular religion that lacked 
 either, is overdrawn. We cannot separate out a body of pop u lar or secular re-
ligious values and practices from the larger social and institutional matrix in 
which those values and practices appear.”61 Unfortunately Von Glahn’s call 
has not found a broad following, as it seems that those who have written after 
him have become only further entrenched in the delineation of pop u lar reli-
gion. For example, David Johnson argues that local communities in late im-
perial and early modern North China are self- reliant in the or ga ni za tion of 
annual festivals; he posits a defi nite “ritual autarky” without “ecclesiastical 
authority.”62 Similarly Daniel Overmyer attributes complete self- reliance to 
laymen in their practice of “local religion” in North China, where clergy are 
called upon to perform ritual ser vices only if the people so “need and want.”63 
Adam Yuet Chau sees pop u lar religion in North China as a “state- society 
interface” that is innocent of clerical infl uence.64 For imperial China, David 
Faure also argues that the ritual institutions of the ancestral lineage form the 
glue that holds together society, functioning as the “interface between local 
society and the imperial state.”65 He too ignores the possible role played by 
Daoism or Buddhism and posits that village rituals are modeled directly on 
lineage rituals of the imperial state.

In contrast with these notions of some inchoate or self- reliant pop u lar 
religion, other scholars have argued for various ways in which institutional-
ized religious traditions such as Daoism have long- standing ties with local, 
territorial cults. Schipper’s model of a “liturgical structure” has been applied 
to the modern age by John Lagerwey and Kenneth Dean.66 I outline a history 
of its late imperial manifestations in chapter 3. Edward L. Davis too has 
studied “the great historical confrontation between Daoism and local cults” 
for the Song period (960– 1270).67 He suggests the existence of a “supernatu-
ral hierarchy” that extended from temples in cities to altars in the country-
side.68 Others, such as Lai Chi- tim, have formulated similar models with 
Daoism as a crucial component in the religious practice of local cults.69 Sim-



ilarly Matsumoto Kōichi describes the interactive relationship between the 
Song government, Daoist institutions, and divine cults of worship.70 A model 
not unlike Matsumoto’s is proposed by Paul Katz, who posits a triangular 
relationship between local offi  cials, local elite, and local religious profession-
als.71 Th ough not focused on Daoism, much of Prasenjit Duara’s “cultural 
nexus” appears to operate on similar grounds. Formulated as a “framework 
that structures access to power and resources in local society,” this nexus is 
prominently ordered as a “ritual hierarchy of temples.”72

I agree with the second approach to Chinese religion and argue that 
while local communities may have enjoyed relative autonomy in some ways, 
late imperial territorial cults in the Jiangnan region, as in much of south and 
east China, consciously tap into the powers of larger networks, especially those 
of Daoism and its ritualists. What I refer to as Daoism is a body of thought and 
practice constituted by religious specialists profi cient in classical ritual for wor-
shiping the transcendent Dao. Crucial for the period studied in my book is 
that these specialists are commonly also trained in local, vernacular rituals 
that aim to control unruly spirits within the cosmic order. Th is type of Dao-
ist is widespread in urban no less than rural areas, and it is by means of ritual 
that they form communal networks. With the beginning of the Ming dy-
nasty, their liturgical structures are implemented on imperial authority, fi rst 
in Nanking, later in Peking.

I show that local communities seek to be associated with authorities— 
gods, temples, and ritualists— that have a broader regional and transregional 
appeal, just as those larger institutions are interested in alliances with local, 
territorial cults. One major function of these communal networks is to 
strengthen local defenses, both in terms of divine support and in terms of 
access to a reservoir of local militias available for battle during crises. Alliances 
between communities would thus revolve around martial gods and the armies 
of demon soldiers these gods could marshal— a type of alliance that would 
benefi t both localities and larger institutions.

At the core of these Daoist networks are temples and the liturgies they 
represent, which constitute nodes that intertwine local territory and larger 
structures. Neither temple nor liturgy exists in a cultural vacuum. Th ey are 
dedicated to or rely on divinities that are themselves nodes in what might be 
called a social network of divinity. Whether we refer to these networks as a 
pantheon, a celestial bureaucracy, or anything  else, the narratives that relate 
this society of gods almost never portray their divine subjects as solitary indi-
viduals dwelling in a lone corner of the celestial sphere. Gods are almost al-
ways related to other gods, or rather, as we shall see, they are made to relate 
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to them through narrative. Th e relationships between gods as they are narrated 
in hagiographies or other stories share one thing in common: they refl ect the 
relations that exist between the temple communities, ritual traditions, or 
geo graph i cal locations that have produced them.

Th is interrelatedness of gods is often explicitly embodied in temples, ritu-
als, and novels. Even in smaller temples altars are literally brimming with 
gods, while many rituals invoke dozens, often hundreds of gods, and late 
imperial novels describe intricate relationships among a vast population of 
divine beings. Th is opulence of gods points to one simple but major fact: in 
Chinese religion it is practically impossible to understand any god as an au-
tonomous individual. Aside from the canonical gods in national pantheons, 
even local gods are not usually imagined as autonomous individuals either— 
not to mention the more famous gods from national pantheons who are also 
present on the local level; Guan Yu, the City God, and many other such im-
portant gods are worshiped in villages. In the same way that gods are made to 
relate to other gods, the temples that lodge them are related to each other as 
well. And all this is realized— made “socially real”— by telling the stories that 
attest to these relationships.

Th e story I tell of Chinese religion in the Yuan and Ming dynasties is one 
of strategic connections forged between temple communities and ritual pro-
fessionals. In this story Daoism provides the tools to build networks; it pro-
vides the narrative structure through which communal kinship is accounted 
for in religious terms. Interestingly it is a story that can be told not only by 
using sources that are nominally Daoist but also through rec ords from outsid-
ers to liturgy: local gazetteers, literati anecdotes, and even imperial histories.

In this Daoist narrative a major role is reserved for the imperial institu-
tion of the Altar for Baleful Spirits (litan). By means of this altar— established 
to provide a ritual and sacrifi cial safe haven for the autonomous spirits that 
roam haplessly about the Chinese empire— the many autonomous spirits in 
late imperial China could be supervised by the City Gods (Chenghuang), 
who operate under the authority of the Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak 
(Dongyue Dadi). Signifi cantly this latter god is placed at the head of the 
pantheons deifi ed in Canonization of the Gods. Outside the novel yet other 
gods— the Dark Emperor (Xuan Di) and the Jade Emperor (Yu Di)— are 
ranked above these gods and function as their ultimate authority, with the 
Jade Emperor presiding over the popular gods. Th ese are crucial nodes in a 
structure that allows for the protection and order of a sacred empire.

Th e story that Canonization tells, beyond its well- known historical plot 
of dynastic conquest, is a tale about how diff erent nefarious spirits— almost 



all of which died an unnatural death in battle— can be absorbed into a litur-
gical structure that makes use of their vengeful powers. By giving these spir-
its title, rank, and offi  cial responsibility, the novel makes them work within 
the orderly structure of a celestial army; they are the demon soldiers that 
higher divinities may deploy. Moreover Canonization is a story that itself per-
fectly constitutes the very relationship that it narrates: one of a common 
ground shared between ritual and narrative, two categories that are not cat-
egorically separate in this cultural sphere. Indeed the lists of canonizations 
that are shared between novel and ritual embody the same relationship that 
exists between narrative and ritual; they form a continuum in which both 
contain aspects of each other. Th e pantheons stipulated at the end of Canon-
ization are invoked for the martial rituals that are recorded in two much 
older liturgical compendia of the Daoist Canon, Unifi ed Origins of the Dao 
and Its Rituals (DZ 1220 Daofa huiyuan) and Forgotten Gems from the Sea of 
Rituals (DZ 1166 Fahai yizhu). Compiled during the early to mid- fi fteenth 
century, these two collections script ritual methods that date as far back as 
the thirteenth century. Another compendium that dates from the 1420s, the 
Golden Book of Perfect Salvation Belonging to the Numinous Trea sure of Highest 
Purity, compiled by Zhou Side (1359– 1451), includes similar confi gurations 
of the same gods.

Th e late Ming novel Canonization brings together an extensive set of 
these exorcistic pantheons. Although the novel is not always very explicit 
about the nominal traditions of individual ritual methods with which these 
pantheons are associated, comparison with ritual manuals from the three early 
Ming collections suggests that there is a clear idea behind the lists at the end 
of Canonization. Th ese lists signify an army of divine warriors available for 
invocation by ritual masters. In their specifi c confi guration they represent the 
plethora of martial methods available to a fully ordained ritual master during 
the Ming dynasty. Th e emphasis is not placed on one ritual or one god, but the 
pantheons listed in Canonization constitute a  whole class of martial, exorcistic 
rituals and a  whole class of gods.

Th e second aspect that connects novel and ritual lies in the broader pro-
cess of canonization shared between the two genres, a pro cess that has a di-
rect link with local communities. As stated earlier, the type of exorcism that 
is represented in the novel as well as in the three ritual compendia from the 
early Ming revolves around the transformation of local demons into power-
ful divinities with a transregional charisma. While the novel does not neces-
sarily present its protagonists as “local” demons, most of them are indeed 
associated with a locality and moreover are clearly portrayed as demonic. Th e 
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protagonists of the novel are just those spirits who died a premature (unnatu-
ral) death and  were therefore excluded from regular sacrifi cial worship in the 
framework of the ancestral cult: the orphan spirits mentioned earlier. Ex-
cluded from sacrifi cial off erings and lodging, they would harass the living 
and extort them for things they required— unless they  were confronted by 
means of exorcistic ritual. From this perspective, the lists at the end of Can-
onization explicitly constitute an enormous euhemerization of spirits who 
died in the violent battles fought throughout the novel; they provide orphan 
spirits with a new and more respectable status of divine offi  ceholder.

Finally, the tendency toward standardization that is represented by the 
act of canonization at the end of the novel is fi rmly rooted in the social and 
spatial institutions of Daoism. Largely in the form of temples, they are the 
concrete and tangible manifestations of ritual methods in the liturgical struc-
ture that was in place in large areas of south and southeast China. Th ese 
institutions are central to the religious networks through which village com-
munities are connected to each other and to larger networks with centers in 
cities.73 I show that the episodes that make up the literary novel together with 
the confi gurations of local spirits it unites in a grand narrative are refl ective 
of the Daoist liturgical structures that are in place at precise times and in 
specifi c places. My usage of the concept of standardization is diff erent from 
the way it has been used by James Watson, later critiqued by scholars such as 
Michael Szonyi.74 I am not interested in illustrating the imposition of unity 
by some centralized institution, nor do I want to argue for a multiplicity of 
meanings behind the semblance of unity.75 My primary interest lies in ex-
plaining an accretion of divinities within increasingly predictable confi gura-
tions as the result of a long pro cess of interaction between locales and institu-
tions, where both push and pull, give and take. Out of this long pro cess of 
accretion some more or less standard groups— pantheons—of divinities have 
formed, some more widespread than others, some more consistent than oth-
ers. Th e development of pantheons of Th under Gods is a prime example of 
this pro cess of accretion. Furthermore, as Th under Gods have come to be 
assigned auxiliary roles for any major divinity and for the religious networks 
such divinities serve, they reveal the geo graph i cal mobility of these standard-
ized confi gurations of gods.

Th ese religious networks are largely brought under the supervision of the 
Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak. In ritual texts this divinity is invoked in 
order to preside over the armies of spirit soldiers. It is thanks to these invoca-
tions that we can make sense of the peculiar role played by the Great Em-
peror of the Eastern Peak as the divine head of an institution that integrates 



local communities into religious networks. Branch temples of the Eastern 
Peak throughout south and southeast China have functioned as Daoist hubs 
in networks connecting local territorial cults (she).76 Among their major 
aims was the provision of martial protection. Th ese temples stand one 
notch above the City God, whose authority is similarly related to control 
over local orphan spirits and other dark, spiritual powers that are deployed 
as demon soldiers.

Th e fact that the Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak is thought to be the 
ruler over the spirits of the netherworld simultaneously makes his temple 
suitable as the prime divine offi  ce for enlisting spiritual soldiers. In Canon-
ization it is in this role of leader over the armies of the prematurely deceased 
that the Eastern Peak is fi nally canonized. Together with his enigmatic third 
son, Sire Bingling (“Glorious Effi  cacy”), he is positioned above all other mar-
tial pantheons, those individual confi gurations of hundreds of spirit warriors. 
Apparently this third son also connects the Eastern Peak to various local 
temples: in his magnum opus on the Eastern Peak, Édouard Chavannes 
mentions how the one temple of Sire Bingling located on the sacred site of 
Mt. Tai lodges the statues of all eigh teen City Gods of that locality.77 Regard-
less, it is thanks to the Eastern Peak and his third son that the diff erent pan-
theons of Canonization can be recognized as the various divisions of an army 
that parallel the ritual pantheons of religious professionals not only in their 
constituent elements but also in their hierarchical structure. Th e novel repli-
cates the liturgical structure within which local orphan spirits may be trans-
formed and subsumed within Daoist ritual institutions. Th roughout this book 
I explore the link of this ritual structure with actual communal networks.

Chapter Outline

Th is study focuses on the intertwinement of the three categories “literature,” 
“religion,” and “community.” However, as the specifi c point of departure is 
my contention that the late Ming novel Canonization is refl ective of certain 
types of communal ritual, I have felt it necessary to start with an investiga-
tion of the formation of the discourse that subsumes this novel almost exclu-
sively within the category of “literary fi ction” (xiaoshuo). Upon this discursive 
twist of fate for the novel, religious aspects of traditional literature are usually 
considered fi rst as an area of increased imaginative (and thus interpretive) 
freedom or as a fi eld of only secondary importance rather than as the princi-
pal sphere that has given birth to literature. Th erefore it is important to un-
cover the discursive strategies that have been at work to adumbrate the novel’s 
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ritual dimensions and that have redefi ned it as a literary category with char-
acteristics similar to its international counterparts.

In chapter 1 therefore I examine the period when the academic discipline 
of Chinese literature is fi rst formulated, namely the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. Challenging some of the predominant notions in the fi eld 
of literary studies, I argue that it was during these de cades that the tradi-
tional term xiaoshuo came to be equated with a modern, secular understand-
ing of literary fi ction in general and of the novel in par tic u lar. I argue that 
this usage of xiaoshuo has divorced late Ming vernacular narratives from the 
environment where they have always been most tangibly present: temples, 
rituals, theatre acts, and the gods these embodied. Th e academic shift away 
from the sphere of religion has resulted in a narrow understanding of these 
narratives exclusively as (literary) texts instead of as the cultural nexus of 
legend, divinity, ritual, and community. Th anks to this academic privileging 
of the text, xiaoshuo have become disembodied objects of classroom study 
that are subjected predominantly to a literary discourse.

Chapter 2 resituates the category of vernacular literature within an envi-
ronment where it obviously relates to the rituals and communities that pro-
duced it. Th is chapter is written as a cultural history of Canonization. I argue 
that the various antecedent versions of its skeletal plot from archaic history 
(“King Wu’s Conquest of [King] Zhòu”) are directly related to a par tic u lar 
ritual for the consecration of inimical gods as territorial guardians. Th at is, 
these gods and their armies of demon soldiers are installed by local ritualists 
to defend the space inhabited by local communities, a space most commonly 
conceived as the Five Quarters. After analyzing several versions of this narra-
tive in ancient and medieval sources, I turn to a Yuan dynasty (1279– 1368) 
version entitled Plain Tale of King Wu’s Conquest of King Zhòu (hereafter Plain 
Tale). I explain that several of the (newly added) main protagonists in this story 
fi t the contours of a liturgical structure by which terrestrial spirits are enlisted 
into the armies of local divinities. Th ese new protagonists of the Plain Tale are 
indeed Daoist martial divinities; they include Yin Jiao (Marshal Yin) and 
Zhao Gongming (Marshal Zhao), both commanders of spirit armies that are 
marshaled into “Five Garrisons” or “Five Strongholds.” Th roughout the thir-
teenth century these protagonists and their armies are deployed by ritual mas-
ters to defend the Five Quarters of the locality against alien intrusions— of 
kinds that are both demonic and human.

Chapter 3 is the pivotal chapter that relates Daoist exorcistic rituals to 
the formation of communal networks. I argue that these martial methods, 
such as Th under Ritual, involve the aforementioned martial divinities in 



order to produce a clearly circumscribed hierarchy of divinities rather than 
aiming at the annihilation of demonic spirits. I show that in south and south-
east China during the Yuan dynasty Th under Rituals produce a threefold 
eff ect: (1) the unruly, terrestrial spirits of various localities are widely incor-
porated as demon soldiers into the Daoist liturgical structure; (2) this struc-
ture runs from the lowest level of the local Earth God up via the City God to 
the Eastern Peak and then up to the Jade Emperor and the Dark Emperor; 
(3) terrestrial spirits from various localities are subsequently made to form an 
army that includes the local militias of villages, cities, or even of  whole re-
gions. Indeed local communities consciously associate their own divine war-
riors with the main authorities of this sacred jurisdiction. Specifi cally the 
branch temples of the Eastern Peak and related gods provide venues for local 
communities to convene and connect their own local divinities to the liturgical 
structure of Daoism. In this socioreligious complex, communities model their 
local defenses on the liturgical structure so that men and gods can fi ght together 
in order to overcome demons, plunderers, and aliens such as the Mongols. Be-
yond the ritual per for mances of Daoists strictly speaking, the basic or gan i za-
tion al patterns are disseminated by the various narratives that recount “King 
Wu’s Conquest of King Zhòu” in vernacular texts and theatre.

In chapter 4 I situate the Daoist rituals described in chapter 3 within the 
imperial politics of the Ming dynasty (1368– 1644), breaking apart the 
boundaries that usually separate ritual studies from subjects studied by histo-
rians of imperial history. I argue that the liturgical structure described in 
chapters 2 and 3 is implemented on an imperial scale by Daoist experts of 
Th under Ritual who do so at the behest of the early Ming emperors. In par-
tic u lar the Ming found er Zhu Yuanzhang (1328– 1398) seeks to strengthen 
his martial forces by building the empire on a foundation of local, terrestrial 
spirits who can be enlisted as demon soldiers. I focus on the Altar for Baleful 
Spirits (litan), an offi  cial institution subsumed under the City God that is 
designed to incorporate the unruly spirits who roam through the empire after 
the dynastic wars have ended. Th e fi rst emperor’s de facto successor, Zhu Di 
(1360– 1424), even goes as far as involving Daoists in his military expeditions. 
Th ey ritually deploy the massive reservoir of spirits under the command of 
martial divinities such as the marshals and generals of the Yuan dynasty Plain 
Tale. I further argue that the formation of the pantheon that is deifi ed at the 
end of Canonization can be traced back to this period.

Chapter 5 weaves the main lines of the preceding chapters into a detailed 
analysis of the cultural sphere to which Canonization belongs during the late 
Ming dynasty. I show that the Ming vernacular novel off ers a “relational 
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framework” for explaining and emulating the hierarchical relationships of 
local spirits with higher gods and that local communities throughout Jiang-
nan defend their territory by appropriating the powers of martial gods from 
late Ming novels such as Canonization. Th e picture that emerges is one of a 
society that organizes itself on the basis of religious narratives of divine pro-
tection, with local militias assuming the status of demon soldiers in order to 
serve their martial gods. Th e promise of these narratives lies in the effi  cacy of 
the or gan i za tion al patterns they propose. On the one hand they illustrate 
the tremendous powers that may be gained from alliances with the divine; 
on the other they exemplify the specifi c or gan i za tion al patterns within which 
these powers can be activated and, literally, embodied by those who guard 
their communities.
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Encounters with Novels in the Late Empire

Western missionaries who arrive in China during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century are puzzled when they encounter such objects of cul-
tural enjoyment as the novel in contexts that are not commonly associated 
with anything like literature. While they fervently discuss the general infl u-
ence and importance of novels for an accurate understanding of Chinese cul-
ture, the kind of environment in which they usually meet with the actual 
infl uence and importance of Chinese novels is nothing like a scholar’s studio, 
a library, or even a bookshop. Rather the novel appears deeply embedded in 
pop u lar superstitions. Similarly when they discuss episodes from novels as 
they are performed commonly in Chinese theatre, these foreigners describe 
contexts that are characterized not by a cultured appreciation for the creative 
genius of individual playwrights but rather by the annually recurring stan-
dard repertoire that is staged during religious festivals. Th ey cannot help but 
admit that Chinese novels and theatre are somehow related to the pop u lar 
customs one would be able to witness in temples.

Th e accounts that these men of faith provide are pervaded by a sense of 
ambiguity: the categories to which they are accustomed, such as novels, drama, 
and religion, are challenged. Th e reality of the phenomena they fi nd in China 
never exactly corresponds to the ideas and concepts they bring from home. 
Th e category that is dearest to them, religion, is the one that informs their 
worldview and determines their sense of truth as well as the motivation for 
their mission. Th is religion of theirs is a lofty ideal compared to which the 
indomitable vibrancy of Chinese reality cannot mea sure up; if it could, 
there would be no need for them to go abroad and christen the Chinese. As 
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a consequence those phenomena in China that are most comparable to what 
might be termed “religion” are also deemed most unfi t to be put on a par 
with the authentic faith of missionaries. And for good reason: the mongrel 
world of local beliefs, with their endless variety of local saints and spirit me-
diums, the temples that seem to serve as places for socialization rather than as 
places for devotion and exaltation of the highest powers, the lack of a central-
ized Church, all this is diff erent from religion at home. Without too much 
ado therefore the Chinese phenomena are classifi ed as “idolatry,” “superstition,” 
and “sorcery,” or, at best, “pop u lar customs.” What ever they may be, they are 
obviously an altogether diff erent category from religion.1

Th e other two concepts, novels and drama, may be important character-
istics of advanced culture, yet they are not nearly as crucial for these mission-
aries as their religion. Th ey are not in China to change Chinese literature, nor 
to reform drama, and the Book they promote is not a novel. In other words, it 
does not seem off ensive to apply these same two concepts to a culture that 
otherwise is of course an altogether diff erent culture from their own. And 
what  else could they be, these voluminous books in a hundred or so chapters 
that are so pop u lar throughout China? To use the word “novel” is certainly not 
an abomination. Th e lively per for mances on the theatrical stage, of course, 
are Chinese versions of drama. In short, there is no ideological problem in 
directly projecting these two literary terms into the Chinese cultural land-
scape. After all, China is an old and esteemed culture; it may not have a 
proper religion, but it certainly has decent novelists and playwrights.

And so it happens that Westerners in China do not fi nd a true religion, 
only false religions; yet when they speak about certain printed narratives, 
they are not too uncomfortable about using the Western term “novel.” What 
they acknowledge is the uneasy fi t of the term, not a categorical diff erence. 
What they notice is a diff erence in the cultural location of novels, in the en-
vironment where such books are found; they notice a diff erent relationship 
that the novel’s audience has with its stories; they notice that it has a diff erent 
status and diff erent content— but they do not think it is an altogether diff er-
ent thing.

In his extensive study of the religious festivals celebrated in Amoy, pub-
lished in 1880, the Dutch ethnologist J. J. M. De Groot (1854– 1921) devotes 
a long chapter to the Chinese God of War, called Emperor Guan (Guan Di).2 
For his discussion of the devotional practices and sacrifi cial rituals or ga nized 
for this god annually by local communities on the thirteenth day of the fi rst 
and fi fth months, De Groot refers extensively to a famous novel from the 
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Ming dynasty (1368– 1644), Romance of the Th ree Kingdoms (Sanguo yanyi, 
hereafter Th ree Kingdoms). He explains his reliance on this book by stating 
that the Chinese at that time consider it to be no less than the hagiography of 
their god: “Almost everything the common folk know about this idol, and 
upon which they thus base their rituals of worship, they took from the 
aforementioned historical novel, which moreover diff ers so little from actual 
history as to be justifi ably quoted and referred to as a historical source.”3 A 
novel as a historical source, a novel as a source of knowledge about a god, a 
novel that serves as the basis for “rituals of worship”— these are the cultural 
pa ram e ters and referents within which De Groot situates the Chinese novel. 
Although he refers to the Th ree Kingdoms as a novel, he does not treat the 
book as literary fi ction. To the contrary, while his usage of the word “novel” 
must necessarily imply an understanding of the book as literary fi ction, he 
ambiguously characterizes the main protagonist as a historical fi gure whose 
story is understood by the “common folk” as the narrative about an impor-
tant god.4 De Groot’s understanding is confi rmed in 1898 by the Reverend 
George Candlin, who singles out the description of Emperor Guan in Th ree 
Kingdoms as the source of iconography in temples and says that the novel 
serves as “the original of the countless images” that embody this god in tem-
ples all over China.5

Other observers fi nd novels relevant in the context of illiterate country 
folk. In 1907 the Reverend J. C. Garritt from the Northern Presbyterian 
Mission in Nanking recommends to his fellow missionaries that “time should 
be taken to read a few novels” because their subject matter is what “lives in 
the hearts and minds of all Chinese.” He observes the peculiar circumstance 
that even uneducated rural folk appreciate the stories told in novels like Th ree 
Kingdoms: “I know a countryman whose appearance would lead one to sup-
pose that he knew nothing, could think of nothing, had no ambition beyond 
his patch of paddy fi eld and turnips. Start that man on the stories of Zhuge 
Liang [a major protagonist in the Th ree Kingdoms], or other heroes of two 
thousand and more years ago, and he could make a  house ful of people hang 
on his lips for an hour.”6 No doubt the stories told by this farmer are not the 
same versions as can be found in the offi  cial histories; no doubt they are dra-
matized versions. Indeed elsewhere in his account Reverend Garritt suggests 
that this literature is not just told by storytellers but has come to be refl ected 
in “theatrical per for mance.” Another missionary confi rms that the average 
“rikisha coolie” is well versed in the stories from Th ree Kingdoms and that 
these stories “are drawn upon copiously for the rude plays which the people 
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passionately love.”7 Just like De Groot and his “common folk,” novels are 
described by observers like Garritt as relevant to “a countryman.” Th e former 
situates the novel in the context of religious festivals, the latter in relation to 
oral per for mance and enactment in theatre. Both think about the stories of 
novels as representing the interests of ordinary people.

Th ese observations are far from unique. For Christian missionaries at the 
time, religious festivals such as those described by De Groot constitute famil-
iar terrain, as they are excellent occasions to proselytize: the local community 
has gathered to celebrate their “idol,” so that thousands of people can be 
reached easily by the glad tidings of Christ. Moreover religious festivals provide 
the perfect physical sites from which to spread the gospel: theatrical stages, 
erected in front of the temple that happens to be the center of the festivities.8 
Th us much of the cultural environment in which the Ming novel is tangibly 
present— theatre performed during religious festivals— is described quite ex-
tensively by Western men of faith.9

Almost always the categories these Westerners bring to China are an ill fi t 
with the phenomena they observe. In 1876 the Reverend Justus Doolittle, an 
American missionary in Fuzhou, warns his fellow Christians that the theatri-
cal tradition of China poses “a very great obstacle to the reception and spread 
of the Gospel among the people.” For this erudite and well- mannered church-
man the problem is not so much the fact that the plays are “indelicate and 
obscene,” as he also points out, but rather, and rather more seriously, that 
the plays embody the Chinese customs of idolatry. Doolittle describes how 
theatre is in most cases not of a secular nature but is off ered to the gods as a 
devotional act, performed on the precincts of the temple:

Playacting is exceedingly often an act of worship, and is generally employed 
on important festive celebrations. Th eatrical exhibitions are very commonly 
connected with rendering of thanks to the Gods for favors believed to have been 
received from them by the Chinese. Hence the use of temples for the pur-
pose, where the acting is done in the presence of the idols. Th e reputed 
birthdays of the gods are almost invariably celebrated by the per for mance 
of plays before their images.10

Doolittle observes that theatres in the Western sense are rarely built in Fu-
zhou. Instead every temple, with few exceptions, “has a stage set up in a con-
ve nient part devoted to the per for mance of theatrical repre sen ta tions.” Rather 
than buying tickets at a box offi  ce at moments when they feel like watching 
theatre, the people of Fuzhou usually have to wait for theatrical per for mances 
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until there is a temple that celebrates a local god by off ering stage plays. Not 
that they would have to wait long; according to Doolittle, there are several 
hundreds of such temples with theatrical stages in Fuzhou and suburbs alone, 
each with its own festivals.11

Descriptions such as those off ered by Doolittle are confi rmed in accounts 
from other Christian missionaries who live in China during the last de cades 
of the Qing dynasty (1644– 1911). Th e gist of what they record is representa-
tive of large parts of China in the late nineteenth century: theatre and temple 
go hand in hand; plays are overwhelmingly performed in the context of reli-
gious festivals, especially the anniversaries of divinities.12 Occasions for such 
festival theatre are numerous; in the urban area of Shanghai alone “about 
fi fty greater or lesser idol festivals are celebrated annually,” and they exert a 
“bewitching power over people.”13 Th e idea of buying tickets at a box offi  ce 
would seem redundant in this world.

Aside from Doolittle, other observers in other regions in China paint a 
similar picture. In 1878 the archdeacon of Hong Kong, John Henry Gray, 
warns his readers that Chinese “dramatic entertainments appear to be con-
nected in many instances with their idolatrous worship, and in front of the 
principal temples there are permanent stages upon which the plays are per-
formed at festivals.”14 Elsewhere in Shandong the American missionary Ar-
thur H. Smith similarly writes in his Village Life in China (1899) that except 
“in a few large cities,” the Chinese do not watch theatre in regular theatre 
buildings but only during special occasions of a devotional kind. Examples 
he provides include theatricals arranged by individuals as fulfi llment of vows 
to express gratitude for recovery of a disease and plays or ga nized by an entire 
village as a way of returning thanks to some divinity for a good harvest or for 
a timely rain.15 Th eatre is seen at temples during the birthdays of the gods in 
Sichuan, among other places.16 And if this religious function of theatre  were 
not enough of an obstacle to spread the gospel, Reverend Hampden C. Du-
Bose even mentions that the actors of festival theatre in Suzhou are priests.17

Th eatre is made to look all the more appalling because of the enormous 
expenses villagers as well as urbanites are willing to make in order to or ga-
nize theatrical per for mances on their behalf.18 De Groot dryly writes about 
festivals in the neighborhoods of Amoy that “almost all the families who can 
aff ord it” see it as their duty to entertain the gods with theatre.19 Missionaries 
speak of theatre as a “corrupter of morals” and a “carnival of sin” when refer-
ring to the local Hokkienese tendency to attribute everything in life to local 
gods, who are celebrated with off erings of theatrical plays that cost “several 
thousand dollars” and are performed “just opposite the temple, in full view of 
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the idol.”20 Appreciation for communal stagings of theatre is not something 
these foreigners strive to attain. If anything, they lament the exhausting 
duration of these plays of several days, the “excruciating music,” and the 
discomfort of “dense crowds.”21 Chinese theatre, it seems, is very much an 
acquired taste.

Given the various aversions felt by these men against Chinese theatrical per-
for mances, it is all the more astonishing that some of them provide specifi c 
details about the content of plays. Most generous in this respect is Arthur 
Smith. In his study of 1899 he mentions several of the most pop u lar roles 
performed during the theatrical plays of religious occasions in Shandong. Ac-
cording to Smith, frequent appearances are reserved for roles such as Jiang 
Taigong (colloquially known as Jiang Ziya) or Lü Bu. Th ese two, and several 
others he lists, are known from famous historical novels such as Canonization 
and Th ree Kingdoms, respectively.22 A similar repertoire is detailed for the re-
gion that covers Hong Kong, Macao, and Canton.23 Th is type of story is in 
line with those that several authors, including Doolittle and Gray, claim to 
be the most pop u lar dramatic plays in Fuzhou, Hong Kong, and Peking, 
namely plays that relate to the history of “ancient times”24 or that embody 
“historical event and personage as dramatic material.”25

Chinese sources from the late nineteenth century confi rm that the reper-
toire of temple plays largely consists of episodes from the same story cycles of 
Canonization, Th ree Kingdoms, and other Ming novels. Examples are so 
abundant for many of the famous novels of the Ming that the summary be-
low is limited to those that are related to Canonization and only in the time 
period covered by the above- mentioned observers. Instances of such novelese 
theatre occur in 1879, when a theatrical play during a religious festival in 
Nanchang (Jiangxi) revolves again around Jiang Taigong.26 Th is also applies 
to a festival staged to eradicate a plague in 1883, when Jiang Taigong is part 
of the narrative repertoire alongside other characters from Canonization, 
such as Yang Jian and Nezha.27 At the Lantern Festival in 1891 in Peking, 
the Temple of the Eastern Peak is the venue for a per for mance of “Catching 
Fish at the River Wei” (Weishui diaoyu), another famous episode revolving 
around Jiang Taigong that is included in Canonization.28 Th e fact that it is 
performed at the Eastern Peak is meaningful and will be further explored 
from chapter 3 onward. Elsewhere during that same year and for the same 
festival, a per for mance is staged in Zhangjiang (Jiangxi) of perhaps the most 
famous episode from Canonization, “Nezha Wreaks Havoc in the Sea” (Nezha 
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naohai).29 As we will see in chapter 5, theatre for the Lantern Festival was 
often staged at the Temple of the Eastern Peak.

One missionary makes an important statement about the role played by 
novels in late imperial society. E. Z. Simmons describes in 1888 that Canon-
ization is en vogue as a reference book for Chinese “preachers” to illustrate 
the doings of divine beings and furthermore “largely used by the lower classes 
of theater actors.”30 Th is novel is thus not just read for entertainment (which 
surely would happen too) but used by priests and actors.

Signifi cantly the narrative repertoire of local religious theatre is consti-
tuted foremost not by stories about local gods but rather by famous historical 
episodes shared with the Ming novel.31 While local festivals may celebrate 
local divinities, the theatrical plays performed for them are based on famous 
stories from Chinese history as narrated in novels. Th is is corroborated by 
instruction manuals of those who are themselves involved in the or ga ni za tion 
of religious festivals. Th ey reveal the centrality of famous fi gures from Ming 
novels during festival theatre. Th e Shangu shenpu, for example, written in 
1909, rec ords ritual prescriptions for pop u lar per for mances that are all staged 
in a Shanxi village during the annual Lantern Festival on the fi fteenth day of 
the fi rst lunar month. Preceding the sacrifi cial activities that form the main-
stay of this festival, virtually all the gods, sages, buddhas, immortals, and 
other spirits known to the late imperial Chinese are invoked on the altar that 
is especially built for this occasion in the court of the local temple of Em-
peror Guan, that is, the God of War known from Th ree Kingdoms. Among 
those many divine fi gures, invocation of several of the main characters of 
Canonization can be found. Most conspicuous within the totality of these 
spiritual presences is a general invocation of “all the deities on the list from 
Canonization.”32 Th us in a very acute sense these divine characters from the 
novel are embodied on the stages of temple theatre during the Lantern Festival.

Just as with De Groot’s description of the way Th ree Kingdoms is under-
stood as a sacred narrative about one of the most pop u lar gods in late impe-
rial China, there is thus only a thin line drawn between characters from the 
novel Canonization and their function in Shanxi religious rituals. Th e novel 
is  here understood as a point of reference for religious practices, namely the 
practice of calling these characters down to the stage as living divinities. To 
understand the religious practices of late imperial China, it seems, one really 
needs to read vernacular novels. Or, as Reverent Candlin says in 1898 about 
Canonization, Journey to the West, and several other novels, “It is only by know-
ing this [body of writing] that you can get at the roots of that inextricably 
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twisted jungle- forest of superstition which chokes and shadows the Chinese 
mind.”33 It is in his introductory remarks that Candlin emphasizes the “close 
connexion between pop u lar religion and pop u lar fi ction.”34

Explicit references to as well as dramatic embodiments of protagonists 
from Canonization are part and parcel of the religious landscape in late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth- century China. First, however, it is time to let the 
early experts on literature discuss novels and theatre from their point of view. 
It is largely thanks to them that these narratives are redefi ned as literary texts.

From the perspective of the extensive body of narrative material that novels 
share with religious theatre, the exclusive characterization of Ming novels as 
literary fi ction seems less evident. Indeed the fi rst generation of foreign schol-
ars who study novels around the turn of the twentieth century are much more 
hesitant in their defi nition of the Chinese novel as an established fact of litera-
ture. Th eir researches must be understood within the emergence of literary 
studies as a relatively new academic discipline in the West, and one that is 
radically new in China. Academic boundaries are still drawn quite tentatively; 
the limits of the literary fi eld have to be explored. Studies of the novel that are 
done by the early sinologists are just as pervaded by a certain ambiguity as the 
remarks of the missionaries before them. Th is fi rst generation of literary scholars, 
signifi cantly, suggests that in China the novel is not considered literature.

When Herbert Giles, a British diplomat and eminent sinologist, publishes 
A History of Chinese Literature in 1901, there is a great deal of signifi cance to 
be gleaned from his way of announcing the unique achievement of his his-
torical enterprise within Chinese literary studies: “Th is is the fi rst attempt 
made in any language, including Chinese, to produce a history of Chinese 
literature.”35 His pride of pre ce dence is based on the fact that whereas other 
scholars before him have published their selections of what they thought 
should be considered literary masterworks in China, not one single scholar 
has hitherto shown that the writings of lettered men can be narrated as a his-
tory of development, an evolution from the earliest beginnings to the present 
time. It is a meaningful sign, this fi rst literary history, a symptom of the new 
times, that the foreigner Giles does what the Chinese themselves have not 
done: he “produces” the literary past of the Chinese.

Giles neatly divides his history into eight chapters, from the earliest “feu-
dal period” to the most recent “Manchu dynasty.” Each chapter covers sev-
eral genres, with the early periods revolving around poetry and the last three 
chapters centering on novels and plays. In Giles’s account the novel is charac-
terized alongside drama as “important departures in the literary history of the 
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nation.”36 Th en he makes some puzzling remarks about the classifi cation of 
literary genres:

Novels and plays are not included by the Chinese in the domain of pure 
literature.

All literature in China is pure. Novels and stories are not classed as litera-
ture.37

Why does Giles reserve such an important place for novels and plays in his 
History of Chinese Literature if he is right in saying that these two genres are 
not actually regarded by the Chinese as literature? What does he mean, any-
way, by “pure literature”? And crucially, if novels and plays— recognized by 
Giles as cognate categories— do not belong to literature, then where do they 
belong? Perhaps, if the accounts by late nineteenth- century missionaries are 
to be taken seriously, it is possible that novels and plays belong to the world 
of the religious festival. In this regard, at least when it comes to the theatre of 
Peking in the early twentieth century, it is tempting to lend an ear to Alexan-
dre Jacovleff ’s preface to Le Th eatre Chinois by Tchou- kia- kien, who fi nds 
that the pattern of painted faces in the Chinese theatre “evokes certain gods 
of the Taoist temples” (see fi g. 2).38

Figure 2. Statue of Leizhen Zi in Taizi Gong of Tucheng, Taipei. Photo by author.
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Yet Giles is not alone in this ambiguous way of explaining the novel’s 
status.39 Another Eu ro pe an scholar is still working on a history of Chinese 
literature by the time that Giles publishes his work. Wilhelm Grube, a Ger-
man sinologist and ethnographer in Peking, fi nishes his Geschichte der Chine-
sischen Litteratur less than a year after Giles and publishes it in 1902. His 
approach is similar, with erudite attention devoted to similar time periods 
and similar genres, but he devotes only one chapter out of ten to dramatic 
literature and the novel— again the pre sen ta tion of novels and plays as close 
relatives. Th e position that Grube accords to novels— and plays— is more 
nuanced than Giles’s, but he too recognizes the lack of standing these two 
genres have. He classifi es them as “lower literature.”40 Is that where novels be-
long? What does the qualifi cation “lower literature” stand for?

Contrary to Giles, Grube does make very explicit connections between 
Ming novels and the world of living religion. In his history of Chinese litera-
ture Grube states emphatically that the episodes from Canonization all “be-
long to pop u lar religion.”41 Th is is a bold statement: apparently novels are to 
be understood as a subset of religion. Given his academic interest in folklore, 
it may very well have been this pop u lar religious aspect in the fi rst place that 
inspires Grube to embark on a translation project of Canonization published 
ten years later, in 1912. Although Grube dies prematurely in 1908, long be-
fore the project is completed, his translation comprises no fewer than the fi rst 
forty- six chapters.

In the introduction to his translation Grube rephrases the relation be-
tween pop u lar religion and Canonization, saying that the book “has become 
the main source of mythological repre sen ta tions of the people.”42 In other 
words, within a period of a few years he turns his earlier assessment around and 
defi nes the novel as the textual source for pop u lar mythology. Grube’s almost 
imperceptible change in assessment represents a shift toward privileging the 
text of the novel as literature, while positioning it as a stable “infl uence” on the 
profuse mass of pop u lar religion. Th is notion of textual “infl uence” on religion, 
conforming to the academic trends of his time, recurs frequently in academic 
analysis from this time onward. While Grube’s more recent thesis is true for 
some of the ways novels have been drawn on in religious contexts, his earlier 
assessment of novels representing a subset of religion is more in line with their 
religious bedrock.

It is also around this same time in the early history of these and other 
new histories of Chinese literature that continue to be written that Chinese 
reformist intellectuals are making the novel a spearhead of their moderniza-
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tion campaigns. At this relatively early stage novels and religious phenomena 
are allowed to occupy the same intellectual pigeonhole. Th ere is as yet no 
strong sense of dissociation between the realm of religion and the concept of 
the novel. In fact when reading the essays, proclamations, and manifestos of 
these reformers, there can be no doubt at all that their understanding of Ming 
novels is still fi rmly embedded in the same religious background of temple 
festivals that many Westerners also describe.

In 1902 one of the most prominent modernist reformers of China makes 
a statement about the paramount importance of novels for Chinese society, a 
statement that is still well- known and oft- quoted. At fi rst sight Liang Qichao’s 
(1873– 1929) article “On the Relationship between Novels and Ordering the 
Masses” is a straightforward promotion of the novel and a seemingly phantas-
magoric projection of their scope of infl uence. Referring to several famous 
books from late imperial China, including Watermargin and Dream of the Red 
Chamber, he writes that if one wants to reform a nation and its people, moral-
ity, religion, politics and customs, one “must reform novels.”43 In short, the 
novel— or, more accurately, the traditional vernacular novel—is understood as 
central to culture and society, and it is presented as the battleground for com-
prehensive modernization. In no uncertain terms the reform of the novel is 
made out to be something like the cure- all for the ailments of the old empire. 
Reform of the novel will lead to a “new people,” “new morality,” “new religion,” 
“new politics,” and “new customs.” In all this newness one should ask what is 
so bad about the old novel. Or, to put it diff erently: What is the discursive ob-
ject against which the “new” novel may defi ne itself as reformed? What are the 
“old people,” “old morality,” and “old religion”? What are the “old politics” and 
“old customs”? Can all these aspects of China really be reformed by the novel?

Th roughout the remainder of Liang’s essay it becomes clear that he situ-
ates traditional novels within a very specifi c environment of old traditions, 
namely the thoroughly unmodern world of pop u lar religious practices, in 
par tic u lar the various customs surrounding festivals dedicated to local gods.

Th e people of our nation today are deluded by geomancy, astrology, divi-
nation, and prayer. Because of fengshui they impede [the construction of ] 
railroads and obstruct coal- mining. In order to defend their graveyards, 
entire clans fi ght with weapons, killing people massively. Th e people spend 
millions of yuan per year on congregations to welcome the gods and repay them. 
All this wastefulness, upheaval, and expenditure of our country’s resources— 
none other than novels are to blame for this [emphasis added].44
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Liang occupies the same position as Grube; for him too novels are related to 
pop u lar religious customs, and a vast range at that. Especially singled out 
by Liang for their costliness are pop u lar religious festivals, “congregations to 
welcome the gods and repay them” ( yingshen saihui).

Th e novels Liang mentions in this and other essays from the same period 
overwhelmingly consist of the most famous novels from the Ming and Qing. 
It is this type of novel that he claims to be entirely responsible for the “im-
pediment” that pop u lar customs pose in the modernization of China. Such a 
claim fully resonates with the utilitarian economic rationale for denouncing 
Chinese “superstitions” that prevent areas rich in natural resources from be-
ing exploited by mining as espoused by Western missionaries at this same 
time. One of them, John Macgowan, devotes several pages to lamenting the 
fact that the Chinese belief in the sacred nature of mountains and rocks bars 
the development of modern industry. He says that the reason “this great nat-
ural wealth, that God has put into the soil of this beautiful [land] for the 
ser vice of man, is left untouched because it is believed that there are huge 
slimy dragons who lie age after age guarding the trea sures of coal and iron, 
and that any attempt to take them from them would end in the destruction 
of the people of the  whole region.”45

Th e ambiguity of Liang’s essay about the infl uence of novels lies not so 
much in his understanding of the cultural environment associated with them; 
the religious context is clearly beyond doubt. Rather it is the fact that he and 
his fellow modernizers have designated the novel as a primary weapon in their 
battle for modernization while at the same time they fi nd it a dangerous good 
in its own right. Th is kind of ambiguity is typical for intellectuals of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century; in the taxonomy of these reformers, 
literary appreciation for traditional novels is far from an established fact.46

In the context of the aggressive anticlerical campaigns going on during 
those years, it is entirely understandable why the novel is promoted at once as 
an “impediment” to modernization as well as the very vanguard of social 
change: given its close proximity to pop u lar customs such as religious festi-
vals, the novel has the potential to reform the socioreligious customs of the 
Chinese people.47 After all, and more po liti cally straightforwardly, there is 
nothing more troublesome for those who want to build a nation- state with 
modern po liti cal structures than a “local society or ga nized around temple 
cults.”48 It is during those years that the traditional aversion of the literati for 
“all ideas and practices absent from the Confucian canonical scriptures” is 
combined with an often vocal anticlericalism that advocates the “rejection of 
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institutionalization of religion, especially monasteries and professional clerics 
living off  liturgical ser vices”; these two older sentiments are fortifi ed with the 
modern, secular “rejection of so- called irrational, backward ideas and prac-
tices as opposed to acceptable religion.”49 Th ese aversions in one way or the 
other all resonate with the “deluded” customs of the traditional religious 
festival— customs that or ga nize local communities on the basis of thor-
oughly “unmodern” power structures beyond the grip of national politics. In 
this context the novel is indeed, as Western missionaries would have it, the 
best way to reach into the hearts and minds of the common folk. Whether 
one wants to change religion or other ideologies, it appears that missionaries, 
diplomats, and modernist reformers could all agree on this point.

In an essay from 1903, only one year after Liang’s piece, Xia Zengyou 
(1865– 1924) similarly propagates the idea that reform of the novel will lead 
to a more refi ned culture, that “improving” the novel will lead to changes in 
pop u lar religious theatre, per for mance of ballads, and of storytelling. Th is, 
then, will lead to a renovation of Chinese culture. Th e narrative sphere of 
which traditional novels form one part apparently is thought to be very broad. 
Novels do not stand autonomously within Chinese culture but belong to a 
broader context of per for mances in which the religious festival is ranked fi rst: 
“Th e theatrical plays for rewarding the gods of those poor regions and re-
tarded areas, the books accompanied by the drum in North China, the texts 
sung in Jiangnan— they all belong to the same category as the novel. First we 
need to improve the novel, then we can change all these things at once.”50 
Note that this author points out that all these (partially religious) theatrical 
traditions “belong to the same category as the novel.” Such a cultural con-
tinuum is also presented by Lin Chuanjia in his History of Chinese Literature 
(1904), when he dismisses books like Th ree Kingdoms as “illicit slander” 
( yinxie) and fi nds that they should be ranked among the culture of “pop u lar 
customs” ( fengsu).51 From a reverse perspective, another reformist essay claims 
in 1905 that improving the content of village theatre will allow for an im-
provement of the pop u lar customs surrounding it.  Here too the culprit for 
theatrical perversions is sought in the concrete examples of Canonization of the 
Gods, Journey to the West, Watermargin, and other vernacular novels of similar 
standing.52 In fact the much debated movement for the “improvement of the-
atre” (xiqu gailiang) is precisely a movement that promotes the divorce of stage 
theatre from these traditional customs that are deemed illicit.53

Th e shared kinship of novel and theatrical per for mances during reli-
gious festivals is, in other words, not merely implied or silently acknowledged 
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during the early nineteenth century; it is very much debated and in fact per-
ceived as a great problem for the project of modernizing China.

Th e Novel’s Encounter with Modernity

Th e eff orts of those reformist intellectuals are intended to establish a new 
society, with a new culture. Th ey embark on a long series of attempts to push 
China forward into the currents of global progress. Japan is leading the way 
in the fi eld of East Asian literature: the Western concept of the novel is fi rst 
explicitly applied to the category of shōsetsu/xiaoshuo by Japa nese reformers 
during the 1880s and 1890s. In Japan this newly forged defi nition comes 
alongside the literary demand for “psychological realism” as a means to 
 establish the relevance between literary fi ction and social realities.54 Yet be-
neath this relatively innocent surface of the inauguration of literary moder-
nity, other forces are at play, namely those of cultural alienation: the artistic 
autonomy of the Japa nese novel as a literary genre is constructed on its dis-
sociation from politics and po liti cal history.55

To the extent that politics and religion are intimately related during these 
years, the same dissociative shift is executed in China. Literary modernity in 
China is largely constructed on the divorce of the traditional novel from its 
religious environment, its disembodiment from the actors and temple ritual-
ists who enact it. In the case of Liang Qichao and his contemporaries it is 
clear that the association of the novel with religious practices is a main source 
of discontent. In Liang’s case also it is clear that his ideas are largely inspired 
by the intellectual trends in Meiji Japan.56 Just as in Japan, the novel is rein-
vented as a site for social improvement; broad- scale attempts are launched to 
inscribe modernity through new ideas about writing. Curiously the discourse 
of modernity not only requires a new culture or new literary tastes; it also 
requires a new past. Soon new histories are written.

Th e fi rst stage in the writing of Chinese literary histories is characterized 
by projects that aim to ascertain the historical trajectory, or provenance, of 
literary genres such as theatre and the novel. It is a stage during which the 
scholarly trends in diff erent fi elds are still tightly linked, in par tic u lar through 
the model of evolutionary progress. For example, the formation of Chinese 
literary history coincides with the formation of China as a nation- state, a 
self- conscious cultural realm that has its own linear history and its own 
 belief in scientifi c modernity.57 As is the case with the “new framework of 
understanding China’s past from the perspective of the evolution of the 
 nation,”58 the histories of Chinese literature written in the early twentieth 
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century similarly portray the object of their studies as the fi nal stage of an 
evolution or of “progress.” Th is is the case, for example, with the History of 
Song and Yuan Th eatre (1913) by Wang Guowei and A Brief History of Chinese 
Fiction (1923) by Lu Xun.

Histories such as these are clearly symptoms of a changing intellectual 
tide. Th ey express new ideological and social relevance.59 New lines are 
drawn, new schemes of classifi cation are devised, and new objects are placed 
center stage. Th e vernacular novel, hitherto “deemed unworthy of recogni-
tion as literature,” is one of those objects that “bec[o]me overnight the classics 
of a literary revolution.”60 Th e new academic discourses to which the novel is 
subjected represent the scientifi c perspective of historical development, im-
plying evolutionary schemes that advance to such presumed high points of 
culture as the novel. Th e literary histories of Wang Guowei and Lu Xun 
are indeed much more than mere applications of Western generic distinctions 
to Chinese writing, and not only because both authors spent several forma-
tive years in Japan. Th e newly drawn lines that circumscribe the content of 
the literary object do not merely include this or that text; they exclude, sepa-
rate, and adumbrate. A canon is formed from which certain works are barred; 
standards are developed for which some texts are more exemplary than oth-
ers; and a language is articulated with a vocabulary that is carefully narrowed 
down to refer to a single discipline, that of literature.

Th e fi eld of “literary studies” (wenxue), where texts now are no longer 
studied with the aim of passing the imperial examinations but for the sake of 
studying the text as representative of cultural concerns, is formulated against 
the background of newly emerging institutions with their own academic dis-
ciplines. Whereas the vernacular novel has been dismissed from classifi cation 
as a respectable form of writing throughout its existence, the 1903 curricu-
lum for the newly established Imperial Peking University for the fi rst time 
includes the study of traditional novels. Slowly the distinct shapes of a new 
discipline with its own topics of research start to become recognizable. Now 
sanctioned by institutional concerns, the novel is made to be the correlate of 
“psychology, logic, diplomatic history, Western legal history, sociology, edu-
cation, Latin and Greek,” and other newly formulated fi elds of study.61 In a 
most literal sense these topics are profoundly alien to the novel’s bedrock on 
the precincts of temples.

Th at the intellectual tide is drastically changing can be seen from various 
angles. Th e language now used to discuss novels is radically diff erent from 
before. In 1904 Wang Guowei (1877– 1927) fi nds the principles of “aesthetic 
value” and “theoretical value” applicable to certain late imperial novels.62 In 
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further writings on the novel by Liang Qichao in 1915, traditional novels are 
confi gured within diff erent sets of intellectual concerns than was previously 
common; he partakes of a shift from observing practical phenomena to for-
mulating theoretical issues. In his new publications Liang goes beyond the 
description of the very practical concerns that are expressed via religious fes-
tivals, divination, geomancy, or other pop u lar customs— they are no longer 
mentioned anywhere. Th e practices associated previously with Ming novels 
are increasingly replaced by abstractions—“thought” and “speech”— that 
cannot be situated within any concrete spatial or social context. In his more 
modernized ideology of later years, Liang reaches the more elevated conclu-
sion that traditional novels have had a great infl uence on most Chinese peo-
ple’s “thoughts.” As examples he mentions that when people “speak of heroes” 
they refer to Th ree Kingdoms or Watermargin. More poignant are the examples 
of Canonization and Journey to the West. Th ese two books, he claims, represent 
what he calls “philosophical principle.”63 Th e novel is now abstracted from its 
lived experience in religious practice, a move that prepares the full autonomy 
of the novel as a literary object.

With the new literary histories by Wang and Lu Xun, the borders of the 
Chinese cultural landscape are redrawn. Lu Xun echoes the proud remark of 
Giles when he similarly begins A Brief History of Chinese Fiction (1923) with 
the announcement that he is writing the fi rst history of Chinese fi ction: 
“Th ere has never been a history of Chinese fi ction, if we except the accounts 
in the histories of Chinese literature written by foreigners.” It is indeed Lu 
Xun who defi nitively establishes vernacular novels within the realm of liter-
ary discourse. In 1920 he is invited to teach at Peking University, where he 
sets out to regularly off er a course on the history of Chinese vernacular nov-
els. His perspective is entirely academic, modern, and textual: he applies ex-
egetical methods in a “historical evolutionary framework.”64 Inspired by the 
Darwinist method, Lu Xun treats novels as if they are part of a linear history 
that evolves from mythology toward literary fi ction.

Not coincidentally what Lu Xun fi nds lacking in Chinese cultural his-
tory is a single myth of origin.65 Nonetheless he explicitly suggests that the 
general origins of Chinese literature lie in what is often translated as “myth” 
(shenhua), literally “divine stories” or “stories about gods.” It is clear that Lu 
Xun subscribes to this literal meaning when he explains his understanding of 
“stories about gods” as the songs and ballads that praise the effi  cacy of the 
gods in front of their altars.66 At one point he even draws analogies between 
some Ming literature and the practice of “village shamans and temple imper-
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sonators.”67 It is precisely the shift away from this religious dimension that Lu 
Xun marks as the emergence of genuine literary fi ction.68

Th e historical operation that Lu Xun applies to his literary novels is en-
tirely based on the premise that they form a category separate from the per-
for mances of village shamans and theatrical actors who embody them. It is 
based on the assumption that the narratives printed in these books belong to 
a time that is past and a space that is “other.” By postulating a deep gap be-
tween the interpretive present and the textual past, between the realm of lit-
erature and that of religious practice, this historical operation allows the 
scholar to take for granted a rift between the discourse that these narratives 
express and the bodies that enact them. Whether they are physical or social, 
Lu Xun declares irrelevant all those bodies that continue to express the nov-
el’s stories in contexts other than the classroom and the library. Th is separa-
tion of novels from their performative environment allows for the intellectual 
play of scholars; only after this separation can the novel be opened up for 
academic interpretation; only then is the novel ready for a disembodied exis-
tence as meta phor or allegory, which together form the transcendental cate-
gory of literature.

Following Lu Xun, scholars such as Sun Kaidi (1898– 1986), Zheng 
Zhenduo (1898– 1958), and Tan Zhengbi (1901– 1991) all engage in projects 
that show the evolution of vernacular narratives, novels, or short stories. Th e 
critiques of these intellectuals are permeated with a new secularism and— 
sometimes—even an overt antireligious discourse. Constructive references to 
religious contexts instantly disappear from their discussions. Th is is the time 
when new questions are asked of the novel and new methods of compart-
mentalization are applied to it. In the specifi c case of Canonization, Lu Xun 
labels the book in 1923 a “novel of gods and demons” (shenmo xiaoshuo), thus 
making “gods and demons” a subcategory of the literary genre of the novel. 
Yet the new academic status of the Ming novel as a literary object now opens 
it up for new labels; other scholars subject it to their own defi nitions and in-
creasingly move away from connotations of religiosity. In 1932 Sun Kaidi 
slightly transcends the still tangible specifi city of “gods and demons” and labels 
the book more generally a “novel of spiritual anomalies” (lingguai xiaoshuo). 
Th is alternative label is by no means haphazardly chosen. Right from the start 
of his book, Sun takes explicit issue with Lu Xun’s classifi cation. He rejects 
Lu Xun’s choice of the term “novel of gods and demons” as inconsistent 
within the totality of his terminology, which is partly based on traditional 
classifi cations and partly on categories of Lu Xun’s own making. Sun opts for 
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“novels of spiritual anomalies” because he claims it is entirely in line with the 
kind of traditional categories current during the Song dynasty (960– 1279).

Soon after, in the 1930s, Tan Zhengbi and Zheng Zhenduo redefi ne 
Canonization as a “historical novel” (lishi xiaoshuo and jiangshi xiaoshuo, re-
spectively). Th ese epithets all fi t in the modern Chinese determination to 
understand xiaoshuo within the assumed existence of a Chinese literary tradi-
tion comparable to the novel in secular Western literature. Although fi ction, 
the fi ction under consideration may refl ect only those confl icts, dreams, or 
intellectual landmarks that fi t into actual social or po liti cal realities; it may 
not refl ect religious fi ctions. A path that leads away from religion is explored 
and mapped out. Religion and its gods become a meta phor in the ser vice of 
social politics.

Lu Xun and those following in his footsteps prepare the way for un-
derstanding the Ming novel not as a narrative object that is the common 
property of local communities, not as a story cycle composed of episodes 
performed during densely populated festivals, but as a work from a single 
author with an individual artistic agenda. It is with Lu Xun that scholarly 
emphasis shifts from general interest in possible authorship of novels to the 
specifi c idea of novels as “conscious fi ction” ( yishi zhi chuangzao) or “individ-
ual creation” (duchuang).69 Th at is, there is a shift from interest in attaching 
an authorial label to a book toward interest in the signifi cance of that autho-
rial label for understanding the work to which it is attached.

Th e ubiquitous religious dimension creates an interesting confl ict of in-
terpretation: literary fi ction cannot be acknowledged as such in cases that are 
too straightforwardly religious. Although Lu Xun promotes the idea of “con-
scious fi ction” and “individual creation,” as soon as these slogans apply to the 
par tic u lar contributions by Daoists to literary fi ction, it is not appreciated as 
fi ction but condemned as fabrication or even as deceit.70 Th is ambiguity sur-
rounding a defi nition of fi ction that is exclusive of religious aspects becomes 
especially puzzling in Lu Xun’s tendency to demand historical veracity in the 
fi ction of his favored authors. It leads him to dismiss some of the most com-
mon features of most Ming novels, their heavy admixture of supranormal 
(magical, religious) elements. In A Brief History of Chinese Fiction Lu Xun 
understands the inclusion of supernatural elements as a failure on the part of 
the novelist to accurately portray the story’s protagonist in a secular way. In 
the case of Th ree Kingdoms, for instance, he disapproves of Zhuge Liang’s 
aura of magical skill that the author has given this important historical fi g-
ure. Lu Xun writes, “Wanting to depict Zhuge Liang’s wisdom, he makes 
him appear a sorcerer.”71 It deserves mention that Lu Xun’s label of “sorcerer” 
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refers to Zhuge Liang’s repeated appearance as a Daoist master throughout 
the novel and that indeed Zhuge Liang was known as a god, with his own 
scriptural tradition of Daoist Th under Ritual since the late fourteenth cen-
tury.72 Lu Xun voices similar complaints about historical reliability versus 
supernatural fi ction in relation to Canonization: “Th e book is a historical ro-
mance, but it contains many elements of the supernatural and is largely fi cti-
tious, merely using the fact of the overthrow of the Shang dynasty as the 
theme for an imaginary tale.”73 Th ough “fi ctitious” and “imaginary,” appar-
ently it must not count as literary fi ction.

Th e axiom of “individual creation” is shared by another scholar teaching 
at Peking University around the same time as Lu Xun, Hu Shi (1891– 1962). 
Much more explicitly than Lu Xun, Hu speaks of novels from the mid- Ming 
as the apex of “individualistic literature”74 in a purely philological study.75 
Th e ideal of individual expression, moreover, is now made to be the entire 
basis for certain novels, and the content of other novels is based on “the author’s 
imagination” or his powers of “creation.”76 Hu enthusiastically pronounces sev-
eral instances in Journey to the West when the Monkey King mocks the high 
heavens to be nothing less than “revolutionary manifestos.”77 It is in such in-
stances that Hu fi nds the expression of the author’s individual opinion.

Religion is ignored altogether. In fact in his preface to Arthur Waley’s 
abridged translation of Journey to the West, entitled Monkey: Folk Novel of 
China, Hu presents the newly found autonomy of modern literary discourse 
quite literally as a liberation from the yoke of religion: “Freed from all kinds 
of allegorical interpretations by Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucianist commenta-
tors, Monkey is simply a book of good humor, profound nonsense, good- natured 
satire and delightful entertainment.”78 Th us “freed” from religious signifi cance, 
the traditional novel is now made to stand on its own as “a book of good humor” 
that entertains by means of “satire.” Th is is exactly what one would expect of a 
story produced by the imagination of an individual author.

Th e divorce from the environment of the religious festival does have 
some curious side eff ects, as it establishes the content of the novel within an 
interpretive vacuum. While it can be fully subjected to literary discourse 
and the aesthetics that come with this discourse, the novel simply does not 
fi t into the mold that is imposed on it. Many scholars lament the literary 
quality of Ming works. Zheng Zhenduo, for example, declares, “All those 
shallow and stupid novels of interminable length, they really  couldn’t get 
me interested.”79 Among the novelists of the new epoch, Mao Dun laments the 
quality of the old novel, declaring that he has “no personal use” for it.80 Th e 
divorce from religion thus establishes the Ming novel in a new environment 
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that operates on diff erent taxonomical principles— diff erent enough to allow 
only for a partial appreciation.

Some may counter that, if the novel is better understood within the context 
of religious festivals, the modernist reformers could not know about it as a 
consequence of their urban environment. Th is would be a grave mistake, as 
Chinese urbanites during the fi rst half of the twentieth century are still very 
much involved in activities such as temple festivals and the sponsorship of 
ritual occasions. Lest we believe that temple festivals are a rural phenome-
non, it is important to emphasize that Lu Xun and Hu Shi could easily know 
about the ties that novels such as Canonization have with ritual contexts. Th e 
urban environment of Peking is certainly not devoid of practices like temple 
theatre;81 it even appears that fi gures and episodes from Canonization are par-
ticularly pop u lar in northern China, a fact pointed out since the Qing 
 dynasty.82 Without a shade of doubt, Peking is an excellent place for encoun-
tering religious practices related to this book.

In Wilhelm Grube’s posthumously published translation of Canoniza-
tion, he specifi cally singles out the city of Peking, his domicile for much of 
his stay in China, as the most obvious environment in which this story cycle 
lives in the minds of the people. Grube maintains that the episodes from Can-
onization constitute a “virtually inexhaustible source” for our understanding 
of “pop u lar religion” because “they actually are alive in the pop u lar conscious-
ness, and because they are experienced as a part of religious beliefs, and not 
just as a mere poetic fi ction.”83 Th us Grube attributes so much importance to 
Canonization because it is not “experienced as” belonging to literature but to 
the world of religion. In par tic u lar he mentions “vulgar Taoism.”84

Th e book’s connection with Peking and with Daoism in par tic u lar is also 
evident in two other sources. Th e Daoist temple of the Eastern Peak, located 
in the heart of Peking, is not necessarily known for its association to Ming 
dynasty novels. Yet two scholars mention the deep ties between this temple 
and Canonization. In her study of this pop u lar temple that she conducts from 
1930 to 1932, Anne Goodrich places Canonization center stage. Th roughout 
Goodrich’s study she repeatedly refers to Canonization as the provenance of 
gods in the temple. Most interestingly she mentions the remarkable fact that, 
according to her local in for mants, the god enshrined as Great Emperor of the 
Eastern Peak is identifi ed as Huang Feihu, “Flying Tiger Huang.”85 Th is does 
indeed correspond with the Ming novel: in chapter 99 Huang Feihu is can-
onized as Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak, the head of the Five Peaks. 
Similarly in her study of 1939 Ye Guo Licheng uses diff erent materials to 
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conclude that there exists a mutual relevance between the Temple of the 
Eastern Peak and Canonization.86

If Lu Xun and Hu Shi did not have anything to do with this major tem-
ple in Peking, they would have been familiar with another rather well- known 
facet of the novel’s intertwinement with the living world of religious phe-
nomena during their specifi c period in the history of China: spirit possession. 
Between 1898 and 1901 the so- called Boxers attempt to defend China from 
further intrusions by foreign nations. In episodes of “mass spirit possession” 
legions of locally trained fi ghters take on the military technology of various 
Western forces by invoking the power of their gods to pervade their bodies.87 
Strikingly the gods who thus possessed these warriors overwhelmingly con-
sist of the same divine presences of such protagonists as can be found in the 
great masterworks of Ming vernacular fi ction.88 Th e pop u lar fi gures of Li 
Nezha, Sun Wukong, and Guan Yu are only some of the more common 
divine spirits invoked for trance possession; they represent the most pop u lar 
fi gures from especially Canonization but also Journey to the West and Th ree 
Kingdoms.89 One embarrassed Chinese commentator decries the perceived 
foolishness of the Boxers’ reliance on the superstitions of Journey to the West 
and Canonization by imagining the Chinese novel through Western eyes, 
and in doing so fi nds it lacking as literature. His complaint is that, in contra-
distinction to the Western novel, Chinese novels do not have an underlying 
idea that relates them to modern ideas about proper knowledge.90

If vernacular novels serve as “important sources for the Boxer pan-
theon,”91 this type of connection between novel and spirit possession is com-
mon throughout the Chinese cultural sphere in its broadest sense. Similar 
phenomena are found in Singapore, where the gods invoked by spirit medi-
ums are also said to originate in relationship to the same three novels: Canon-
ization, Journey to the West, and Th ree Kingdoms.92 Yet in Malaysia spirit me-
diums are equally said to be dependent “upon China’s historical literary 
traditions.”93 Th e paradigm of textual infl uence looms large. As with other 
cases it seems that pop u lar literature “has had an enormous impact on the de-
velopment of Chinese pop u lar religious culture” and that “Penang’s pop u lar 
religious culture draws many of its deities from classic works of literature.”94 
Needless to say that the spirit mediums of Penang too are the same protago-
nists from the same three novels. Finally, Canonization’s main protagonist, Li 
Nezha, nowadays continues to be “one of the most commonly met among 
the gods who possess mediums” in Taiwan.95 In other words, from Peking to 
Taiwan, Singapore to Malaysia, Ming novels such as Canonization are closely 
related to spirit possession.
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Folklorists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century similarly 
recognize the relevance of Canonization for the study of pop u lar religion. 
Father Henri Doré draws largely on the Ming novel for his voluminous Re-
cherches sur les Superstitions en Chine (1914), and the same can be said of Ed-
ward T. C. Werner’s Myths and Legends of China (1922). Th e partial Dutch 
translation of Canonization by Njo Joe Lan (1940) also situates the book 
within the living world of Chinese religion; in his case it is observed through-
out Chinese communities in Indonesia.96 An important role is also played by 
episodes and protagonists from Canonization in the sacrifi cial songs and altar 
ballads of the Zhejiang- Jiangsu region. Th is is shown in the research carried 
out in this region during the 1970s by Gu Xijia, who asked el der ly members 
of village communities to reproduce the narrative repertoire of the rituals 
staged to honor the gods. According to his study, published in 1998, the con-
tent of these ballads is taken from novels such as Canonization, alongside 
Journey to the West and Th ree Kingdoms.97 Gu remarks about the sacrifi cial bal-
lads he has collected, “It is almost as if there is no diff erence with theatre.”98 
Finally, Fan Pen Chen Li writes that the “most prominent sagas” represented 
through shadow theatre are Canonization and Journey to the West (and Th ree 
Kingdoms). Following Schipper, she defi nes these as “sacred histories.”99

Except for a small group of reformist intellectuals in the second and third 
de cade of the twentieth century, the voices heard in most other sources over-
whelmingly point to an unmistakable affi  nity with the many diff erent epi-
sodes of Canonization within the context of religious phenomena.

Politics, Academic Ideologies, and the Novel

If the fi rst stage of research done by modern scholars is characterized by 
placing the novel in a cultural situation where religion is undesirable in the 
light of individual literary creativity, it is certainly not as drastic a severance 
as occurs during the second stage. In this stage yet other types of ideology 
are applied to the novel, particularly Marxism in China. Th ey inaugurate a 
phase in the academic study of vernacular literature where the alienation 
of  the novel from its religious environment has further advanced. Religion 
is neither ignored nor referred as a realm of secondary relevance, but it is 
placed in hostile opposition to what is considered proper culture: it becomes 
“superstition” (mixin), that is, “beliefs that delude.” In its mildest form the 
bias against religion is understood as authorial “imagination,” but the Marx-
ist paradigm of liberation largely condemns mixin to the oppressive forces of 
feudal society.
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Th e addition of Marxism to the growing range of interpretive frame-
works also leads to a downplaying of the author as creative individual. In-
stead novels are presented as the product of pop u lar concerns. While this 
par tic u lar perspective is overtly po liti cal and easily applicable to almost all 
scholars in the PRC, it similarly determines the agenda of Western scholars 
too. From Richard Irwin to André Lévy and Jaroslav Průšek, a tendency to 
privilege the pop u lar nature of certain types of Chinese literature inspires an 
abundant interest in (the pop u lar origins of ) vernacular literature. But while 
the emphasis on pop u lar creativity in Western studies is largely based on the 
anti- authoritarian trends that emerge in the 1950s and culminate in the 
late 1960s, their Chinese counterparts are not on a quest for a rebel without 
a cause. Instead scholars in the newly established PRC are on a quest for the 
Marxist paradigm of the “revolutionary spirit” ( geming jingshen). In an ironic 
twist of fate, this holy “spirit” inspires them to understand the unruly gods of 
Chinese religion as atheist rebels for the socialist cause.

In all this ideological play there is no space for the religious dimension. 
Yet it is not as if the kinship of novels with religious festivals and their oper-
atic ritual traditions suddenly ceases to exist or somehow disappears from 
view— even in the modern age.100 To the contrary, during the time of the 
Communist Revolution it is acknowledged as an area of performative folk art 
with relevance for the communist enterprise. Specifi cally the novel and its 
relevant ritual and theatrical forms are deemed to be such a powerful vehicle 
for communicating ideas to large portions of the Chinese population, that 
the Chinese Communist Party’s cultural policy of “face- the- masses” in the 
mid- 1940s employs propaganda media based on pop u lar performative tradi-
tions such as local opera. As occurs every so often, the religious and ritual 
associations of these traditions are related to ideas and practices known from 
novels such as Canonization.101

In post- 1949 China, then, the academic discourse on novels shifts almost 
entirely away from the interest in their evolution that defi nes scholars of the 
fi rst stage. Th e Darwinist scheme of evolution is replaced by the Marxist 
historical pro cess of class struggle. Th e new regime dictates that cultural phe-
nomena such as the novel be treated from a perspective that supports the so-
cialist views of the communist ruling class. Vernacular literature is subse-
quently claimed as a realm that belongs to the pop u lar masses and is used to 
illustrate sentiments of antifeudalism and class struggle as if they should lead 
to the socialist revolution. Th e Hundred Flowers Campaign inspires a fl urry 
of articles on Canonization, some condemning it for its feudal superstitions 
and fatalist ideology, yet many praising it for its revolutionary spirit.
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One of the earlier assessments comes from Huang Qiuyun, who con-
demns the way the author of Canonization has used the historical frame-
work of the book to add events and fi gures that are not consistent with those 
recorded in the standard histories. Aside from the majority of protagonists 
being “uncanonical”— a viewpoint shared with generations of literati authors 
before him— Huang calls the articulation of characters in the book “vague 
and confused.”

More explicitly Marxist kinds of critique lead to complicated apologetic 
discourses by lovers of the book, such as Li Qian in 1956. He claims that 
Huang’s views may be correct if based on a strictly historical perspective, but 
that he fails to treat Canonization as a “great work of literature.”102 Li praises 
the book as a good refl ection of “the attitude of the pop u lar masses regarding 
feudal society” and as the way the masses of the people “imagine and strive 
for a perfect future society.”103 One striking example he includes is the rebel-
lion of Li Nezha, an exorcist Daoist divinity with Buddhist pedigree, against 
his “feudal” father, Li Jing. Li Qian is typical of his time for praising the social 
realism of the book. He claims that this narrative is not just “a fi ction by the 
author” but is written on the basis of “changing developments in real life.”104

During the same year Liu Shide formulates a similar critique of Li Jing, 
using the revolutionary spirit of the “amiable” Li Nezha as an example of 
how Canonization ought to be read as a book that propagates the “theoretical 
basis for peasant revolutions in a feudal society.”105 As Liu obviously is a lover 
of the book, he applies the same apologetic discourse as Li Qian, claiming 
that the religious elements of the book— the colorful gods and immortals— 
are meant “for aesthetic appreciation and artistic joy.”106 Th en again Liu fi nds 
fl aws in the way the book presents its story in a fatalistic way and expresses 
“wrong views” about women, as well as about morality. Other critics of the 
time, such as Ke Yongxue, praise Li Nezha’s “spirit of rebellion against feudal 
ritualism” as well as the author’s capacity to describe “the reality of life” in an 
oppressed society; Ke even goes so far as to call the author’s achievements “a 
victory for the method of realistic creation.”107 Ke interprets the book along 
the lines of a mythological fi ction for which the many supernatural fi gures 
are invented by the author to embellish a narrative about class struggle. He 
too condemns the book’s belief in fatalism.

Th e conclusions of these scholars are refl ected almost verbatim in the 
voluminous History of Chinese Literature that is published shortly afterward, 
in 1959. It is written by a group of very young scholars whose authorship is 
formulated as the “communal edition of the Specialized Department of 
Chinese, Peking University, Class of 1955.”108 Th ese recent graduates pave 
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the way for a brand of literary studies that still largely informs the study of 
literature (and, for that matter, of other cultural phenomena) in the PRC. 
In this brave new world the academic disciplines are neatly compartmental-
ized on the basis of discourses that originate outside of China: the academic 
newspeak revolves around the neat pigeonholes of “society,” “literature,” “class,” 
and so on.

If the literary application of the term “novel” to Canonization leads to un-
comfortable assessments by scholars in China, researchers in the West fi nd it 
lacking too. While Marxist scholars in the PRC criticize the book’s content 
as fatalistic or feudal, researchers in the United States and Eu rope compare it 
unfavorably to the great novels of the Western literary tradition, fi nding a 
lack of sophistication in the Chinese specimen.

Take for instance the early specialists of Chinese vernacular narratives in 
the West. Although Richard Irwin (1953) is mild in his evaluation of “super-
natural” elements, as he fi nds them “colorful” and of some literary “imagina-
tion,”109 he speaks pejoratively of “local superstition and debased religion” as 
well as “heretical Taoist doctrines” while providing the historical context of 
the Ming novel he studies.110 His book Th e Evolution of a Chinese Novel: Shui- 
hu- chuan on the  whole is framed along the same lines of analysis used before 
him by Lu Xun. In agreement with both the earlier reformist scholars as well 
as the later generation of Marxists, he believes that the vernacular novel is 
“written by, and has always been written for, the common people.”111

Explicitly derogatory is John Bishop. In an article on the “limitations of 
Chinese fi ction” (1956) he expresses “disappointment upon reading those 
works which have long been a source of delight to the Chinese.”112 While there 
are various reasons for this disappointment, he singles out the religious ele-
ments as most troublesome, stating that the “mingling of naturalism and su-
pernaturalism” is a characteristic of Chinese fi ction that is “disturbing to the 
Western reader.”113 Although not directly related, his comments could easily 
have been made by his Marxist counterparts in the PRC or even by those 
Christian missionaries in late nineteenth- century China.

Wei Juxian (1960), an ardent opponent of the communist regime who 
fl ed to Hong Kong, believes that Canonization is a work from the early Qing 
dynasty (1644– 1912). He traces a great range of diff erent elements in the 
story back to a (limited) number of standard classic sources, with some minor 
references to other materials. His main conclusions deal with the problem of 
“fi ction,” and he fi nds that the author did not really invent much of the story, 
since most of the mythical characters can be found in “historical sources”; 



52 Chapter 1

that the conquest of King Zhòu is a po liti cal struggle between two ethnically 
distinct tribes, parallel to the Han- Manchu confl ict; and that the entire novel 
is an allegorical work written in a patriotic spirit in order to condemn the 
Qing imperial  house. In Wei’s work one is hard- pressed not to notice the 
meta phorical parallels he draws between the po liti cal message of Canonization 
and his opposition to the communist regime. In terms of his ideas about reli-
gion it is interesting to note that Wei studies the background only of those 
protagonists that have pre ce dents in standard historical works. Th e great ma-
jority of demonic or divine fi gures are left largely untouched.

Liu Ts’un- yen (1962) is the author of the only full- length monograph on 
Canonization in En glish: Buddhist and Taoist Infl uences on Chinese Novels. 
He calls this novel “a work of fi ction dealing with the supernatural”; in his 
view the book has exerted a signifi cant infl uence on the composition of the 
Chinese pantheon since the late Ming.114 Very much in keeping with his 
other researches into Daoism, Liu’s book is also the only study that shows 
connections between the content of Canonization and specifi c Daoist ritual 
traditions.115 Notwithstanding the fact that Liu takes seriously the religious 
infl uence on Ming novels, this does not mean that he would consider this par-
tic u lar dimension of the novel an unproblematic aspect of Ming literature. 
When referring to the novel’s historical context of Daoism, Liu uses words 
such as “idolatrous,” accuses Daoists of plagiarism, and repeatedly implies 
Daoist priests as the manipulative sycophants behind the religious decisions of 
emperors.116 Th e major reason he calls Canonization a “refi ned novel,” it seems, 
is because the alleged author “was in his blood a Chinese scholar whose basic 
characteristic was a Confucianist.”117 In fact only some years after his study of 
Canonization, in 1967, he writes the following disapproval of Daoist prac-
tices regarding Wu Cheng’en’s rhetoric and ideology in Journey to the West: 
“Th ough in his conventional writings Wu sometimes used Daoist terms to 
praise others, in the novel he did not hide his deep resentment for such de-
generate practices which encourage debauchery and moral laxity.”118 Few 
scholars of his time have phrased their aversion of Daoism in such overtly 
unfriendly terms.

A continued problematization of religious content in the novel is found 
in the work of other scholars as well, although they may not necessarily dis-
cuss Canonization. While C. T. Hsia (1968) endeavors to establish the novel 
as a bona fi de form of artistic expression, he uses the absence of religious 
content as a yardstick to mea sure its literary quality. For example, he praises 
Th ree Kingdoms for the fact that it is “remarkably chaste in its supernatural-
ism.”119 Regarding other novels he uses similar criteria. For instance, for a 
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novel like Journey to the West, which has much more explicit religious con-
tent, he privileges certain narrative aspects over others that are too easily as-
sociated with the “supernaturalism” that most scholars decry. Th is leads him 
to say about Journey to the West that “its design of a journey makes it inevi-
table that only the pilgrims are the objects of continual attention while the 
assorted gods, monsters, and human characters they meet on the road claim 
only secondary interest.”120 Th is is a bold statement in light of the almost 
endless battles with supernatural creatures that take up most of the pilgrims’ 
attention, and even more so from the perspective of theatrical versions of 
Journey to the West, where the most pop u lar episodes barely narrate the aspect 
of the pilgrimage, if at all; most revolve around the spectacular battles of the 
Monkey King Sun Wukong with his demonic adversaries.

Based on these criteria Hsia presents a selection of novels that deserve lit-
erary appreciation. Applying secular principles of modernity, Hsia expresses 
appreciation for such ideas from Western literature as social realism, social 
engagement, and “individual liberty and social justice.”121 In a monumental 
denunciation of Chinese novels, he opens his study with the following state-
ment: “A student of the traditional Chinese novel who has been at all exposed 
to Western fi ction is sooner or later struck by the sharp contrast between the 
majority of unrewarding works composing that genre and a number of titles 
which, while sharing the literary conventions of these works, possess enough 
compensating excellences to appeal to the adult intelligence.” Whereas earlier 
scholars such as Lu Xun, Sun Kaidi, and Tan Zhengbi still have a very broad 
defi nition of what kind of works deserves to be mentioned in a study of novels, 
Hsia drastically narrows the range of traditional novels worthy of studying. 
His selection comprises Th ree Kingdoms, Watermargin, Journey to the West, 
Plum in the Golden Vase, Th e Scholars, and Dream of the Red Chamber. Th is 
select, tiny group of novels has indeed become the core group of what serious 
scholars have studied over the past de cades. Needless to say there is no more 
tolerance for a work so pervaded with “supernaturalism” as Canonization.

The selection of these novels inaugurates a new stage in the study of the 
Chinese novel. Th e academic genre of the monograph devoted to one novel 
becomes much more common than during the time of Irwin’s Shui- hu- chuan 
and Liu’s Feng- shen yen- i. In these book- length studies of single novels, atten-
tion to their provenance is no longer prominent; emphasis is entirely placed 
on a new range of topical hermeneutics. Interpretation of the stories is based 
on the meaning of (what are assumed to be) “meta phors” and “allegories,”122 
“rhetoric,”123 and, of course, the “self.”124 Only slightly later comes the interest 
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in sexuality.125 No longer en vogue are evolutionary histories, whether Dar-
winist or Marxist. Th e narrow range of acceptable novels corresponds to Hsia’s 
limited selection.

Religion is more commonly ignored, but whenever it confl icts with schol-
arly ideologies, it is denounced. In his 1975 discussion of the “historical 
novel,” Yau- woon Ma refers to the supernatural as a “problem of importance” 
because of its pervasive occurrence throughout even the most historically 
grounded novel of its time: “Th ere can scarcely be a Chinese historical novel 
that is utterly without reference to it.”126 Ma solves this “problem” in a new 
way that remains in line with the new academic preferences for meta phors 
and allegories: to make it work as a simile in the ser vice of some larger cul-
tural ideal. First Ma admits the impurity of religion in Chinese vernacular 
literature: “One may initially disapprove of the generous use of the unearthly 
and cite the relative purity of Western historical novels in this respect to in-
dict almost every Chinese novel of a historical interest. . . .  We are not going 
to deny that unbridled recourse to the supernatural technically fl aws many a 
Chinese historical novel.”127 Th en he explains that “pop u lar religious” pres-
ences such as gods, immortals, and other religious ideas that are “bordering on 
a folk nature” are “used” by novelists for a purpose that is more sophisticated: 
“Th eir use gives the novel a means to speculate on the nature of the universe as 
well as the nature of man. . . .  In this way the supernatural lends weight and 
authority to the moral teachings as well as to the concept of providential su-
premacy which most historical novelists are so keen to elaborate.”128 So  here 
pop u lar religion and its divine representatives are transformed into cata-
lysts for the dissemination of moral teachings that are more attuned to lit-
erary tastes.

After the mid- 1970s questions about supernaturalism seem no longer to 
vex scholars, socialist predilections gradually disappear from the scholarly 
agenda, and the ambiguous attitude of previous generations of scholars has 
also been abandoned. All now agree, implicitly or explicitly, that the Chinese 
novel is an excellent object for literary studies, and complaints about the low 
literary quality are no longer en vogue. In keeping with the fashions of liter-
ary studies more broadly speaking, scholars start to select limited aspects of 
novels. At this stage of literary studies, the point of reference for interpreting 
novels is entirely textual and wholly literary, either referring to the text itself 
(internal evidence) or to other literary texts (external evidence, i.e., other nov-
els or stage plays), and sometimes to other genres of texts (epic, myth).

Th ose few scholars who work on Canonization despite the tide of the 
time do comply with the trend of narrowly focusing on partial aspects only. 
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Manfred Porkert (1970) discusses the ambiguous role played by Jiang Ziya 
in this “colorful fantasy,” whose many active decisions in the ser vice of King 
Wu create confl icts with the Daoist convention of nonaction.129 Others, like 
C. J. Wivell (1971)130 and P. G. Brewster (1972),131 study the narrative under-
lying Canonization in light of ritual and mythological patterns of a more 
universal kind.

Although Glen Dudbridge (1970) does not study Canonization, his work 
on Journey to the West deserves special mention because of the exceptional 
position it occupies within the world of Chinese literary studies at that time. 
His approach involves analysis of earlier versions of what he terms the “pop-
u lar cycle” of stories informing the Journey. While he too looks at written 
editions, Dudbridge admits that these antecedents form no more than the tip 
of the iceberg as far as the  whole complex of episodes of Journey is concerned. 
As he phrases it, “Although the work’s medium is the printed page, its con-
tents give clues as to what kind of sources  were feeding the Xiyouji tradition, 
and indeed the world of pop u lar fi ction, at the time.”132 He asks us to distin-
guish between the visible remainders of written culture and the more opaque 
background it has in religious customs, between the “relatively accessible 
world of written pop u lar literature and the more primitive, to us less tangible, 
world of folklore and pop u lar religious tradition which lies beyond it.”133

While Dudbridge’s work has been exceedingly well received, his call to 
take seriously the “world of folklore and pop u lar religious tradition” behind 
Ming novels has hardly found a large following. Th e only serious study dedi-
cated to a religious interpretation of the Journey is in sharp contrast with 
pop u lar religion by classifying it as a religious work in the Daoist monastic 
tradition.134 Among the very few other scholars with an interest in the perfor-
mative antecedents and the pop u lar cultural environment of novels such as 
Canonization is Wilt L. Idema. His work on the formative stage of vernacular 
fi ction is not particularly interested in religious aspects, but it emphasizes 
the link of vernacular fi ction with theatre,135 and it does not exclude religion 
from its precincts. In fact some of his later work deals extensively with reli-
gious texts.136

Most scholars have nonetheless remained loyal to the primacy of the 
printed text and their literati interpretations, so that the late 1970s and 1980s 
witnesses the publication of several studies that follow the trodden paths of 
comparing Canonization either with literary writings or with standard (offi  -
cial) historical sources. Studies of Canonization concentrate mainly on discus-
sions about the chronological pre ce dence of Canonization or Journey to the 
West and their mutual infl uence.137 Zhang Zhenglang (1982) reviews standard 
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sources in his endeavor to fi nd the historical origins of certain characters in 
the book.138 In her unpublished dissertation Wan Pin Pin (1987) does similar 
research on the relevance of older sources. But her focus too is mainly on 
Canonization as a literary masterpiece: she analyzes the formal structure of the 
story and tries to fi nd the universalistic aspects of what she calls “myths.”

By this time scholarly interest in Canonization has virtually disappeared 
from the fi eld of Chinese literary studies.139 Compared to earlier scholars like 
Lu Xun and Tan Zhengbi, this more narrow selection greatly facilitates the 
academic claim to appreciation for the novel’s literary artistry and intellec-
tual sophistication— in other words, the total disembodiment of the novel 
from the practices of the village shamans once alluded to by Lu. It is a time 
when Robert Hegel in his study of Sui- Tang yanyi redefi nes the novel as a 
“respected vehicle for serious artistic experimentation and intellectual expres-
sion.”140 Th e project of adjusting the discourse on traditional novels to the 
discipline of Western literary studies is completed in 1987, when Andrew 
Plaks writes about one Ming novel that it reveals a “highly sophisticated liter-
ary sensibility.”141 Compared to Hsia’s, Plaks’s selection of novels is reduced 
to four works, and he admits that his arguments can be made only by start-
ing the book with a chapter on Jin Ping Mei because it presents the least dif-
fi culty for setting up the outlines for the sixteenth- century novel.

Th e year 1987 not only marks the unquestioned inclusion of certain 
Ming novels within Western literary discourse; it also marks the complete 
exclusion of others. Canonization is barely touched on as literary fi ction; it is 
relegated to a diff erent realm, that of anthropologists and other outsiders to 
literature with an interest in religion. It is in this year that Gary Seaman 
publishes his study and translation of Journey to the North, which, he argues, 
is written during trance sessions as revelations by spirit mediums. Th e calen-
dar that the book includes for rituals of worship dedicated to the novel’s most 
important protagonist, the Dark Emperor, is used to underscore the idea of 
spirit writing: “Th e ritual appendix is the fi nal and most important piece of 
evidence establishing the connection of the text of [ Journey to the North] with 
a spirit writing cult and supporting my view that at least part of the text of 
[Journey to the North] was ‘delivered’ in spirit writing or planchette séances.”142 
While such a supposition would fi rmly establish such novels “as religion,” at 
the same time it cannot account for the fact that so many episodes of Ming 
novels (including the book studied by Seaman) have antecedents in religious 
theatre and exorcist ritual.

By far the most groundbreaking and innovative approach to the study of 
Ming literature is instigated by Ursula- Angelika Cedzich. In an almost book- 
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length article published in 1995 she explores the “religious roots” of a short 
novel that belongs to the same group as Journey to the North, namely Journey 
to the South. In a breathtaking analysis that involves temple epigraphy, literati 
jottings, hagiographies, Daoist ritual texts, local gazetteers, and many other 
sources, she makes a convincing case for the need to close the perceived gap 
between Ming vernacular literature and the practices of traditional Chinese 
religion. Her study shows that “pop u lar novels cannot be separated from the 
realities of their socio- religious environment and judged from a primarily 
literary point of view.”143 To date, her study remains the most daring and far- 
reaching attempt to discuss Ming novels from a religious perspective.

Equally detailed but slightly less audacious is Li Feng- mao. In his Xu Xun 
yu Sa Shoujian: A Study of Deng Zhimo’s Daoist Novels (1997), Li combines 
thorough knowledge of Daoist ritual texts— focused on the rituals of 
Th under— with an understanding of Ming novels that defi nes them as evi-
dentiary tales about the acts (“traces”) of the saints (shengji). According to 
him, these stories are structured around the “life and cultivation path” of pop-
u lar gods.144 As such, his study is in the fi rst place a reconstruction of the cult 
of two Daoist divinities. Although his approach seems to come as close as 
Cedzich’s study to a conceptualization of certain Ming novels as an insepa-
rable part of the lore associated with par tic u lar divinities, one that does not 
set up literature as a category exclusive of religion, he remains faithful to 
the autonomy of both concepts: “Based upon the psychology of the belief 
in sacred cults, the wide appeal of pop u lar novels would certainly have had 
the eff ect of adding to the ‘dissemination’ of the cult in question, and there 
can be no doubt that pop u lar writings had a close and interactive relation-
ship with religious practices.”145 Although the relationship between text 
and practice is “close and interactive,” they are thought to form their own 
distinct category.

Meir Shahar is equally committed to relating late imperial novels to the 
realm of religion in his book Crazy Ji: Chinese Religion and Pop u lar Literature 
(1998), and his model of a “relationship with” religion is very similar to that 
of Li. He cautions against any narrow understanding of the Western term 
“religion” in the Chinese context, stating that it “is exactly because Chinese 
religion did not exist as an entity in de pen dent of Chinese society and culture 
that it had no name in late imperial times.”146 While this approach suggests the 
beginning of the end for the artifi cial lines of separation drawn between reli-
gion and literature, at the same time Shahar still maintains these concepts as 
distinct entities. He discusses Crazy Ji as a literary “vehicle” for the dissemina-
tion of “religion” and suggests that “vernacular fi ction” was the primary way 
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the “cults of gods”  were spread.147 Th e bridge between the two shores of religion 
and literature is  here built with persuasion, yet the assumed gap that diff erenti-
ates them as two fundamentally distinct entities is left untouched.

It is this very split of two originally conjoined categories that also defi nes 
the diff erent selection of literary works that are studied in diff erent academic 
disciplines. On the one hand, Canonization’s religious importance continues 
to be widely refl ected in the studies of anthropologists, as they encounter 
protagonists, episodes, rituals, and all kinds of references to the book in their 
fi eldwork.148 On the other hand, despite the obvious importance of the 
book since the Ming, literary scholars disregard it almost entirely. In David 
Rolston’s (1990) study of literati readings of the vernacular novel, Canoniza-
tion appears only in a footnote.149

In the PRC and Japan there is not a very signifi cant interest in Canon-
ization either. Chinese scholarship remains largely in line with Lu Xun’s 
earlier fi ndings.150 One much more thorough study of the gods presented in 
Canonization is from the hands of Nikaidō Yoshihiro. His book Th e World 
of Fengshen yanyi: Chinese Belligerent Divinities (1998) provides histories of 
many of the more prominent divine protagonists that play a role in Canon-
ization.151 Nikaidō is among the fi rst who use late Ming “literature” for its 
value as historical source, and his analysis is also grounded in knowledge of 
Chinese religion and Daoism. However, Nikaidō too never questions the rel-
evance of terms like “novel” and “fi ction.”

Th e most recent serious study that focuses entirely on Canonization is by 
Karl S. Y. Kao (2002).152 In an article that mostly deals with the complex and 
often confl icting moral messages espoused by the various protagonists of 
Canonization, Kao’s conclusions to a great extent corroborate Plaks’s earlier 
fi ndings that the ideology of vernacular Ming novels represents the late Ming 
variety of Neo- Confucianism.

The religious dimension of vernacular novels has become increasingly adum-
brated. To some extent this is a consequence of academic choices for books 
that are written in the “new mode of literary production,” as Shang Wei 
terms the generation of novels that are written for a literati audience (see my 
introduction). Th is literary selection has driven a once important book like 
Canonization out of the limelight and into academic irrelevance. While liter-
ary analysis is, of course, a perfectly valid discourse of interpretation, at the 
same time it seems more fruitful for understanding some novels than others. 
A book like Canonization clearly belongs to what one might term the direct 
precursor of “literary production,” namely pop u lar books with extensive an-



 Invention of the Novel  59

tecedents in ritual, theatre, and temple cults. Th is does not mean that such 
books could not be appreciated for their narrative aesthetics, but this empha-
sis does lead to a monolithically literary colonization of a narrative landscape 
that has been mostly embodied outside of the literati’s studio. In order to 
more fully understand the cultural context of Canonization and its history in 
the realm of religious communities, the next chapter explores some of the 
book’s main antecedents.
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A Book and Its History

Canonization of the Gods is the culmination of a long tradition of antecedent 
versions dealing with the same narrative outlines. Th e book exemplifi es Glen 
Dudbridge’s premise that “among the great vernacular novels of sixteenth 
century China, at least some represent the fi nal elaboration and realization of 
story- complexes transmitted from centuries back.”1 While the existence of 
such diachronic story complexes is beyond doubt, it is not clear how they are 
interrelated nor whether the versions we possess are written as elaborations 
in some sort of progressive sequence. It is for similar reasons that Andrew 
Plaks downplays the degree to which novels are related to their pre de ces sors: 
“Th e relation of the novel to various antecedents is of far less consequence 
than is the radical structural transformation and revalorization of meaning 
eff ected on these materials when they are recast in [a] new generic mold.”2 
To be sure, the importance of understanding the synchronic meaning of a 
text within its specifi c historical circumstances is indisputable. So one is left 
wondering whether the diachronic or the synchronic approach yields better 
results. In this chapter I sort out the narrative outlines of a diachronic story 
complex that ultimately culminates in the Canonization and begin to syn-
chronically relate the novel to its immediate cultural environment, a relation 
that is more fully explored in subsequent chapters. Combined these two ap-
proaches tell the story of a consistent theme that informs a changing tradi-
tion of ritual narratives.

Th e cultural history of Canonization is best told by starting with the 
book itself: its authorship, publication history, and narrative content. Th is will 
give us a more or less clearly defi ned object against which we can mea sure the 
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textual antecedents. From there we can sketch the outlines of a broader cul-
tural context. Yet even if we start with as concrete an object as the printed 
text of Canonization, we have to grope our way across vague boundaries and 
incomplete data. When was the book fi rst published? Th e available informa-
tion leaves ample room for speculation. Who is the author? As with virtually 
all other late imperial novels, Canonization’s author(s) cannot be defi nitively 
ascertained. Aside from those basic questions that pertain to the printed ob-
ject of Canonization, there is the overarching question of classifi cation. Given 
the large body of antecedent materials that make up the story (literature, 
theatre, ritual, historiography, epigraphy,  etc.), to what extent is a notion like 
fi ction still applicable— or even relevant?

Th at last question will be partially answered by locating Canonization in 
a par tic u lar religious environment defi ned by martial ritual and violent gods. 
Th e title Canonization needs to be understood as a reference to the mutually 
constitutive dynamic of widespread martial rituals that are used by Daoist 
masters in order to capture violent spirits who, in turn, can become canon-
ized as powerful gods with a sworn loyalty to Daoist ritual authority. In 
 Canonization hundreds of such violent spirits are consecrated. Indeed it is 
precisely the act of canonization that defi nes this Ming novel not merely as a 
refl ection of a certain domain of ritual but as an indissoluble part of it. Because 
the existence of this ritual sphere is not a fi ction, interpretations that subject 
the novel to notions of fi ction are challenged.

Th e specifi city of the ritual pro cess of consecration is found in the novel’s 
antecedent versions too, though those revolve around a more modest set of 
gods. From early times each version of the story centrally features the key act 
of canonization of inimical gods. In other words, the narrative represents a 
very specifi c type of ritual action for conquering spiritual forces that pose a 
threat to society as long as they remain uncontrolled. By comparing the book 
to various antecedent versions that similarly revolve around the canonization 
of gods, it becomes clear just how much the transformation of nefarious spir-
its into loyal divinities is crucial for understanding the ritual dimension of 
Canonization and the general category “novel.”

All this will lead to a very specifi c assessment about Canonization’s ritual 
affi  liations, namely the martial type of ritual known as Th under Ritual (lei-
fa). It is practiced both by ritualists who are known as “barefoot masters” 
and by Daoists who execute these same martial rituals in conjunction with 
the most classical of their liturgies. I will situate Canonization squarely 
within the interactive pro cess by which unruly, local spirits become paci-
fi ed within canonical, Daoist pantheons. Th is pro cess is a vestige of what 
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Ursula- Angelika Cedzich has termed “incessant negotiations concerning 
the divine and demonic” that have taken place “between pop u lar and Daoist 
religion” since early imperial times.3 In this chapter I will explore the gods 
involved in this pro cess.

Before anything  else, we must start with the self- presentation of the book. 
Its two titles— a main title and a longer subtitle— both reveal important 
insights. Th e main title, Fengshen yanyi, has been variously translated as In-
vestiture of the Gods,4 Enfeoff ment of the Gods,5 Romance of the Gods,6 Creation 
of the Gods,7 and, as I propose, Canonization of the Gods. Th ese translations 
all omit the term yanyi, which literally means “exposition of the meaning.” 
While this omission is acceptable for the sake of brevity and perhaps aesthet-
ics, it misses an important clue as to the way the book is thus classifi ed by its 
compiler as an exposition of the meaning of canonizing the gods. With this 
nuance the author refers to the more exalted explanations of classical texts, 
such as the Confucian Daxue yanyi or the Daoist Daode zhenjing yanyi 
shouchao (DZ 717).8 Other Ming novels claim similar grandeur by presenting 
themselves as “expositions,” “rec ords” ( ji), or “traditions” (zhuan), thereby ap-
propriating a certain classical or canonical authority.9 Readers would not asso-
ciate such generic titles primarily with literary fi ction, as they  were fi rst and 
foremost genres “created to be used in a broad range of ritual purposes.”10 Such 
titles  were probably not intended to claim exact congruity with the ancient 
classics, but they certainly claimed kinship. As Robert Campany has pointed 
out for narratives such as these “rec ords” and “traditions,” authors “did not 
make up these narratives in a vacuum and spring them on an audience that was 
unprepared for them and would have perceived them as completely new.”11 In 
terms of title and content, Canonization surely claims kinship with more gran-
diose cultural landmarks than with the elusive art of fi ction alone.

Aside from these claims of genre, the title does reveal its ritual dimension 
in a much more explicit way. Obviously the very act of canonizing gods is a 
ritual act. Its importance is evident from its inclusion in the title, and this 
becomes even clearer if one considers that the title has little to do with the 
bulk of the story told in Canonization. Even though the story continually 
reminds its audience of the act of canonization (see my chapter 5), the actual 
ritual takes place only at the very end, when most of the hundreds of major 
and minor characters who have played their part in the book, both “good” 
and “evil” characters, are rewarded for their ser vices rendered in the dynastic 
war. Th ey are all included on a list in the last chapter, referred to as the “list 
of canonized gods” ( fengshenbang), a reference that is still often used as an 
alternative title for the book.12
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Th e title Fengshen yanyi signals a shift from the past emphasis on narra-
tive content to the emphasis on ritual, and it is the subtitle of the book that 
remains more in line with the narrative as it has traditionally been known. 
Th e Unoffi  cial History of King Wu’s Conquest of [King] Zhòu (Wu Wang fa 
Zhòu waishi)13 points to the par tic u lar story cycle that serves as the narrative 
framework. Indeed the narrative’s skeletal framework is formed by the an-
cient history of the founding of the “perfect”14 Zhou dynasty by King Wu 
(Wu Wang), the “Martial King,” whose reign is dated to the eleventh cen-
tury bce. Th is story is commonly told by referring to King Wu’s victory over 
the Shang dynasty’s last ruler, King Zhòu (Zhòu Wang). Th erefore the narra-
tive framework is concisely phrased as “King Wu’s Conquest of [King] Zhòu” 
(Wu Wang fa Zhòu; hereafter “King Wu’s Conquest”).

Th e late Ming version of this history, told in Canonization, can be sum-
marized as follows. Th e last ruler of the Shang dynasty, King Zhòu, insults 
the great goddess Nü Wa by composing an obscene poem about her beauty. 
Nü Wa decides to bring King Zhòu’s reign to an end and support the found-
ing of a new dynasty by King Wen (Wen Wang), the “Civilized King,” and 
King Wu. She has a new Heavenly Mandate (tianming) decreed by the Dao-
ist council of gods and employs the ser vice of unruly spirits to help Kings 
Wen and Wu destroy the Shang dynasty by corrupting King Zhòu and thus 
creating a disorderly government. Among those who bring down King Zhòu, 
the fox spirit Da Ji is the main culprit, aided by a nine- headed pheasant spirit 
and the spirit of a jade lute.

Th e story elaborates on the historical campaign of Wen and Wu against 
the deluded King Zhòu and the chaos that results from it. Th e armies of the 
former are under the command of the martial expert Jiang Ziya, and the 
armies of the latter are assisted by the loyal Grand Tutor Wen Zhong. Both 
parties rely heavily on the assistance they get from various sides, and through-
out the story many new and awesome characters are introduced. Sometimes 
these new characters play major roles throughout the story, such as Yin Jiao 
and Li Nezha. Sometimes help comes from innumerable “heavenly generals,” 
or from Daoists who possess impressive magic weapons. On many occasions 
even strange, supernatural creatures off er their powerful magical help to the 
side they want to be associated with.

All the wars waged throughout the story are a part of the celestial plans 
that are to lead to the canonization of the gods. From the beginning, the 
highest Daoist deities had already composed the crucial “list of canonized 
gods” ( fengshenbang) to this eff ect and moreover appointed Jiang Ziya as the 
performer of the ritual that encompasses the investiture. Unfortunately the 
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sorcerer Shen Gongbao succeeds in dividing them into two distinct sects: one 
supports the morally corrupt Shang dynasty of King Zhòu, and one supports 
the Zhou dynasty of Kings Wen and Wu.

Th e fi erce and cruel battles that have to be fought before the confl ict can 
be brought to a conclusion are always resolved with the use of magic weap-
ons. With a bewildering display of exorcist rituals, martial arts, and military 
strategies based on metaphysics, the Heavenly Mandate is fi nally brought 
into eff ect at the predicted time. Th e great apotheosis consists of the promo-
tion into heavenly ranks of all those poor souls who fought on either side and 
sacrifi ced their lives for the establishment of a new order. Th eir names are 
registered on the list of canonizations, which completes the novel.

Outside of the novel, in offi  cial histories and learned tracts, the victorious 
military campaign of the martial King Wu is usually downplayed by the 
claim that two- thirds of the empire had already been unifi ed by his father, 
the civilized King Wen.15 In the most common eulogies of the Zhou it is 
King Wen who receives credit for possessing the “virtue” of not using vio-
lence.16 Although it is thus King Wu who actually does the dirty job of com-
pleting the dynastic conquest by violently defeating King Zhòu, the preferred 
Confucian narrative establishes King Wen as the spiritual found er of the 
Zhou. In this regard it is signifi cant that the novel presents itself as an “un-
offi  cial history” (waishi), one that is related to imperial history and based on 
it but that emphasizes some radically diff erent aspects. Indeed Canonization 
presents King Wen with less than civilized character traits; for example, in 
chapter 22 the Civilized King agrees to meatballs made from the fl esh of his 
son so that he can save his own life. Th is savage side of King Wen is re-
corded in  early imperial sources that are not considered offi  cial.17 In that 
light Canonization may well contain narrative traditions that offi  cial histori-
ans have tried to repress because they are deemed undesirable. And so, under 
the smooth pretense of civilization, phantoms live on that are as raw as they 
are violently powerful.

What I call “King Wu’s Conquest,” the tale that gives shape to Canoniza-
tion and its long story complex of antecedent versions, is pitched in terms of a 
dichotomy between civilization and what is often perceived as its antithesis: 
violence. It problematizes common notions of violence by presenting it with 
diff erent connotations than those of the later Confucian narratives that eulo-
gized King Wen’s civilized achievements.18 Instead of rejecting violence as an 
undesirable category, the narratives in which King Wu conquers King Zhòu 
all imply that violence is necessary for the attainment of peace. In fact most 
of these narratives seem to idealize the powers of those who are able to over-
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come their enemies in battle: they glorify martial heroes and their masculine 
virtues of loyalty and bravery. Barend Ter Haar has recently argued that the 
image of China as “a culture which condemned violence and awarded great 
prestige to the literary” was entirely an “ideological construct” by elites who 
themselves did not shun violence but condoned it especially at moments 
when their own ideologies  were threatened.19 Th e earliest rec ords even relate 
warfare to religion: according to Mark Edward Lewis, in early China mili-
tary campaigns  were also understood as a form of religious “ser vice.”20 Re-
gardless, the story of King Wu suggests that a peaceful and orderly society 
may represent a civilized ideal but that it has come into being only after 
many men sacrifi ced their lives in honor of this ideal. In that sense the narra-
tive of King Wu is a reminder of the violence— and its signifi cance— that 
lurks beneath the polished veneer of civilization.

Moreover reminiscence of antagonistic powers is validated with a ritual 
dimension. Th e narrative corpus of “King Wu’s Conquest” presents the Mar-
tial King as a ruler who performs a remarkable ritual immediately following 
his military victory. He sanctifi es the inimical spirits associated with the pre-
ceding dynasty. Rather than obliterating the royal ancestors and other divine 
patrons of the defeated kingdom, King Wu promptly consecrates them by 
means of a new canonization and a sacrifi cial cult. Th is is the canonization 
that binds all the versions of “King Wu’s Conquest,” although the late Ming 
novel consecrates hundreds of gods more than is known from historical rec-
ords or any other antecedent.

Who wrote this book, and when? Neither authorship of Canonization nor 
the exact publication date has been incontrovertibly determined. Th e edition 
of the Sixue caotang publishing  house managed by Chu Renhuo (1635– ca. 
1719) has become the standard for all modern reprints. Th is edition of 1695 
is based on a slightly diff erent edition by Shu Zaiyang, traditionally dated to 
around 1620, which seems to be the earliest extant edition. Th e beginning of 
the second fascicle of this edition is inscribed, “Edited by Xu Zhonglin, the 
Old Hermit of Mount Zhong.” Some scholars, most notably Lu Xun, have 
taken this as conclusive evidence for an attribution of Canonization’s author-
ship to Xu Zhonglin.21 Others, such as Liu Ts’un- yen, later found indications 
in sources other than the book itself that the author is a certain Lu Xixing, a 
Daoist priest of the Jiajing period (1522– 1566) who wrote approximately ten 
other books on Daoist and Buddhist subjects.22 Although Liu’s thesis that Lu 
Xixing is the author has been most infl uential, the PRC scholar Zhang Pei-
heng points out that the evidence Liu found for this attribution is very fl imsy, 
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if not downright fanciful.23 In his introduction to the 1991 reprint of Canon-
ization, Zhang argues rather convincingly that the earliest known edition 
must be dated to 1624 or 1625.24

Perhaps the concepts of authorship and fi rst edition are not so meaning-
ful. In Shu Zaiyang’s edition, Xu Zhonglin is credited not as the author but 
as the one who “edited” or “compiled” (bianji) the story. Th is appears to have 
been common in other novels from the same period: Th ree Kingdoms is “ed-
ited” (bianci) by its putative author Luo Guanzhong in 1522, and Journey to 
the West is “arranged” ( jiao) by a “Master of the Cavern- Realm of Huayang” 
in 1592, and so on.25 As I pointed out in the introduction, Ming novels are 
collections of local, sacred histories compiled by literati authors. Much of the 
narrative material that constitutes the story already existed in dramatic ver-
sions before the printing of the novel.

One immediate pre de ces sor of Canonization shows the par tic u lar adap-
tive pro cess that the old story is undergoing in communal settings. A manual 
from 1574, compiled for the or ga ni za tion of a “territorial festival for welcom-
ing the gods” ( yingshen saishe) in Shanxi, includes a play entitled King Wu’s 
Conquest of [King] Zhòu.26 Th e list of dramatic roles consists mostly of char-
acters known from the standard histories, but they participate in the not so 
historical act of fetching the “Mirror for Exposing Bewitchment” (zhaoyao 
jing), obviously an exorcist tool, presumably used for expelling the fox spirit 
that possesses Da Ji. In the late Ming novel the god Yang Jian (assassin of the 
nine- headed pheasant spirit) is associated with that same instrument, written 
slightly diff erently as zhaoyao jian.27 And the pinewood sword of the Daoist 
“Master among the Clouds” (Yunzhong Zi), who raises the warrior Leizhen 
Zi (“Son of Th underbolt”) and who attempts to exorcize Da Ji the fox spirit, 
obviously is relevant in the same context of dramatized exorcisms. It is called 
“Precious Sword for Exposing Bewitchment” (zhaoyao baojian).28 Th ere is an 
exorcist connection between the “Mirror for Exposing Bewitchment” and 
the Eastern Peak: one of the most important divinities lodged in a temple on 
Mt. Tai (the actual site of the Eastern Peak) has one such mirror hanging 
behind her back.29 We will see later how this Shanxi manual is not alone in 
its exorcist additions to the classic story of “King Wu’s Conquest”; other 
episodes reveal similar affi  nity with festival theatre and religious ritual. 
 Authorship of the novel, then, is grounded in communal lore rather than 
individual fi ction.

An important conclusion of my investigation is that many of the seem-
ingly fi ctional characters are taken straight out of the ritual pantheons that 
are deployed against unruly spirits in local communities. In that sense it is 
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thus impossible to speak of Canonization as an original creation, even though 
there is no doubt that someone artfully pieced together the various episodes 
and created a coherent narrative. Yet the novel’s lack of authorship is consis-
tent with the anonymity of most ritual forms, be they theatrical, exorcistic, 
or other. In the realm of religious practice, anonymity is the rule, as has been 
the case with religious art. It appears that, in the ser vice of sacred powers, 
creative talents have often chosen not to emphasize their individuality.

Ordering the Gods: Th e Ritual Pantheons 
of Canonization

Th e protagonists of Canonization who are promoted to various divisions of a 
vast pantheon at the end of the book are presented in a way that makes them 
look like the category of spiritual beings referred to in my introduction as 
orphan spirits. Th ey fi ght violently, they die violently, and their souls fi nd no 
way of dissolving into the anonymity of ancestral worship. Common Chi-
nese theology holds that suff ering premature death excludes them from sacri-
fi cial ritual and that they subsequently would have to extort the living in an 
attempt to fi nd food in the form of sacrifi ces of meat and shelter in the form 
of a shrine. Only if they  were to undergo a ritual pro cess of transformation 
could they be appeased.

Th eir inclusion in Canonization stands in stark contrast to some of the 
highest celestial gods, including several buddhas and bodhisattvas, the Dao-
ist Th ree Pure Ones, and Lao Zi, all of whom play a part in the drama. For 
these exalted beings there is no violent death in the story, and the path to-
ward canonization is not for them. Th e canonization described in this late 
Ming novel pointedly refers to promotion of those miserable phantoms who 
are abandoned by society: orphan spirits. It is precisely around the ritual pro-
cedures for controlling these nefarious spirits that the story “King Wu’s Con-
quest” is woven. Th is simple fact relates Canonization to a massive body of 
ritual theory, ritual texts, and ritual practices that are assumed by the pan-
theons listed in the novel.

Canonization is itself not a ritual text, but it certainly represents what 
might be termed paraliturgy. Th at is, it is based on and refers to the facts of 
ritual. For example, almost all the hundreds of spirits that are consecrated 
as gods in distinct pantheons at the end of the story are commonly invoked 
in distinct forms of martial ritual that can be historically specifi ed and geo-
graph i cally located. Th ough originally venerated as gods in their home region, 
virtually all of these powerful spirits are violent and therefore potentially 
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dangerous. Th eir canonization by Daoist authority thus represents their paci-
fi cation within an orderly environment, just as the word for “canonization,” 
feng, also means “enclose” or “contain.” Th us the canonization of some vio-
lent entity as a god is, at the same time, his containment within a bond of 
ritual obligation. Only after such a bond is established can dangerous spirits 
be off ered a meritorious path to higher spheres through the ritual ser vice of 
Daoists. Th e victories these spirits may attain over other noxious spirits, car-
ried out for Daoist exorcists, indicate a willingness to serve the greater good 
and a capacity for self- reform. Th is, then, may lead toward further celestial 
promotions. In that sense the novel can best be understood side by side with 
the principles of the Daoist liturgical order.

Th e pantheons constructed in Canonization not only exist outside the 
novel; they exist long before it. Th ey are products of a long pro cess of interac-
tion between the transregional, transcultural liturgies of Daoist ritualists and 
the local lore of village shamans, whose rituals revolve around the most pow-
erful gods of their homeland.30 Th is pro cess can be traced back to early impe-
rial times. Cedzich has identifi ed several criteria that  were required for a 
transformative admission of demonic spirits into the Daoist pantheon: “Eli-
gible spirits had to be disconnected from sacrifi cial cults promoted by unau-
thorized shamans and mediums; they had to be assimilated to the structures 
of correlative cosmology; their names or designations had to be certifi ed by 
Daoist priests; and . . .  they  were charged with primarily exorcist functions 
in Daoist rituals.”31 Th e pantheons of Canonization comprise many such de-
monic spirits; perhaps we should call them pandemoniums? As ordered as-
semblages of local spirits, they thus take an intermediary position between 
the mongrel world of local religious diversity— fi lled with bloody sacrifi ces 
to autonomous local spirits, trance possession, and martial violence— and the 
more unifi ed, ordered systems of canonical traditions that revolve around a 
complex celestial administration.

To understand the pro cess of ordering the gods, it is necessary fi rst to 
broadly categorize the divine ranks presented in Canonization. Most signifi -
cantly the pantheons of Canonization correspond to a specifi c class of rituals, 
the so- called vernacular rituals. First analyzed by Kristofer Schipper, this type 
of rite revolves around spoken commands issued to establish control over or-
phan spirits and other terrestrial phantoms. Vernacular rituals are executed by 
ritualists who express their proximity to the earth by operating barefoot. Th ey 
wear a red bandana wrapped around their head and blow their ox horn to call 
to arms their troops of subterranean spirit soldiers. All vernacular rituals start 
with the “invocation of the fi ve spirit armies” (zhao wuying), which are sta-
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tioned in each of the Five Quarters of the earth.32 Divided into garrisons that 
correspond to the fi ve earthly quadrants of North, East, South, West, and 
Center, these spirit soldiers are commonly summoned to protect villages, 
temples,  house holds, altars, and other kinds of spaces.

Th e invocation of the fi ve spirit armies is the fi rst point of convergence 
between vernacular ritual and Canonization. In the rituals studied by Schip-
per, the martial deity that leads these fi ve armies is called Li Nezha; this war-
rior god is also one of the most memorable characters of the novel. In ritual 
contexts he carries the Daoist title of “Prime Marshal of the Central Altar” 
(zhongtan yuanshuai), leading the “Troops and Generals of the Five Garri-
sons” (wuying bingjiang). His iconography reveals his roots in the pop u lar 
religious realm of spirit mediums (shentong, “divine lads,” or jitong, “divina-
tion lads”). He looks like a boy, wearing the same kind of children’s stom-
acher that mediums wear during actual trance possession. Th ough Li Nezha 
has clear roots in Buddhist circles, one Daoist ritual text from the late four-
teenth century depicts him in vernacular style with a red bandana wrapped 
around his head.33 By the Ming era the originally Buddhist fi gure has become 
largely known from ritual procedures for setting up the Five Garrisons. Even 
as early as the fi fteenth century Li Nezha is known in Fujian as “Vanguard Li” 
(Li Xianfeng), the leader of the “Divine Kings of the Five Quarters” (Wufang 
Shenwang), commanding a group of four other generals that are identical to 
those summoned in vernacular rituals.34

In Canonization chapters 12 through 15 are entirely devoted to Li Nezha’s 
birth, growth, death, and rebirth as a powerful spirit.35 Th e novel describes 
how Li Nezha’s military leadership contributes to many of the encounters 
 between the garrisons of the various competing troops; after his authority is 
established, the story evolves into a concatenation of setting up military en-
campments, raiding the enemy’s strongholds, and moving on to the next area 
of confl ict, where encampments are installed anew.36 Th e term most commonly 
used is “settling the encampments” (anying) or “building the strongholds” 
( jiezhai), the same terms used for the ritual of installing the Five Garrisons.37

Aside from Li Nezha’s Five Garrisons, other divisions with belligerent 
spirits are commonly invoked in vernacular ritual. Th ough less well- known, 
they appear in almost all the rituals that laymen would witness when they 
hired the ser vices of vernacular ritualists. Th e biggest of these groups is formed 
by the 108 cosmic powers that consist of the Th irty- Six Celestial Rectifi ers 
(tiangang) and their earthly corollaries, the Seventy- Two Terrestrial Killers 
(disha). Th ese complex sets of dangerous powers are related to the rule of 
time: they embody the diff erent aspects of time that are dictated by celestial 
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bodies and projected on earth. One major occupation of vernacular masters 
is to prevent transgressions against time, which is thus closely related to space 
on earth, and to cure those who have had perilous encounters with the “kill-
ing airs of the Celestial Rectifi ers” (tiangang shaqi). Although the individual 
names of the 108 cosmic powers are not usually mentioned in actual ritual 
practice, late Ming novels like Canonization and Watermargin attribute a per-
sonal name and history to each of them, thus reinforcing the hagiographic 
aspect of these books.

Just like the Five Garrisons, the Th irty- Six Celestial Rectifi ers and the 
Seventy- Two Terrestrial Killers are mere infantry soldiers under the com-
mand of higher divinities. At least since the Yuan dynasty, the Seventy- Two 
Terrestrial Killers are often associated with Yin Jiao, known in vernacular 
rituals of the Daoist Canon as Marshal Yin (Yin yuanshuai). Just like Li Ne-
zha, Yin Jiao’s lowly origins as a god with ties to trance possession are recalled 
when he is visualized in Daoist ritual manuals as a barefoot young boy wear-
ing a red stomacher in the fashion of spirit mediums, covering only his lower 
body.38 Yet he is none other than the fatal star known as “Great Year” (Taisui), 
baptized by Isabelle Robinet as the “counterrotating invisible twin of Jupiter.”39 
Widely feared since early imperial times, this star commands the seventy- two 
hours (hou) associated with the twenty- four energy nodes that make up one 
full year. In Canonization the character Yin Jiao is one of the fi ercest oppo-
nents of King Zhòu, even though the story presents him as the tyrant’s own 
son. Yin Jiao will receive detailed attention below.

Th e pantheon of the Th irty- Six Celestial Rectifi ers is not so clearly de-
limited or circumscribed. Although one common incantation refers to them 
as Divine Kings of Heaven,40 they often seem to be equated, confl ated, or 
confused with other groups of thirty- six warriors. Generally an important 
aspect of their power is that their astral body is called the “star for defeating 
armies” (pojunxing).41 And of course the fact that they are the “Generals of 
the Fatal Killers” (xiongshajiang) makes them desirable allies in the battle 
against demonic impingement.42

Thus many of the pantheons in Canonization are involved in much older 
ritual traditions, where they are formulated as units of warrior gods. In both 
the novel and the rituals they are referred to as “divisions” (bu), charged with 
a specifi c task and led by one or more commanders. Th ese divisions are 
among the salient results of the “incessant negotiations concerning the divine 
and demonic” that Cedzich describes. Th ey attest to the Daoist absorption of 
belligerent spirits into subservience as exorcists. Ascension of demonic spirits 
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into Daoist pantheons requires them to be placed under the command of 
higher Daoist gods, a fact refl ected in Canonization. For example, the novel’s 
Th under Division (leibu) is commanded by the eminent Celestial Worthy of 
Th under, or more fully “Universally Transforming Celestial Worthy of the 
Ninefold Heavens, Th under God who Corresponds to the Origin” (Jiutian 
yingyuan leishen puhua tianzun; see fi g. 3).43 Th is high deity— with identical 
title and responsibility— has been the celestial authority under whose tute-
lage Daoists since the Southern Song have exerted their disciplinary power in 
dealing with unruly spirits. Th e pantheon as it is confi gured in Canonization 
largely corresponds to existing confi gurations of actual, ritual pantheons 
such as the Th under Division. In the novel Grand Tutor Wen Zhong (Wen 
Zhong Taishi) is said to be the embodiment of the Celestial Worthy of Th un-
der. Th e surnames of the fi rst eight Th under Gods he commands in fact are 
the same names in the exact same order as some of the most current stan-
dardizations in Daoist Th under Ritual: Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao; Gou, 
Bi, Pang, and Liu. Th ese standardized groupings of gods (and many more) 
are described in the ritual procedures of fi fteenth- century ritual compendia 

Figure 3. Celestial Worthy of Th under in action as commander of celestial warriors. Late 
Qing Daoist ritual scroll from Central Hunan. Photograph by author and Patrice Fava.
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such as Daofa huiyuan (Unifi ed Origins of the Dao and Its Rituals), Fahai yizhu 
(Forgotten Gems from the Sea of Rituals), and Shangqing Lingbao jidu dacheng 
jinshu (Golden Book of Perfect Salvation Belonging to the Numinous Trea sure of 
Highest Purity). Th e novel’s pantheons directly derive from ritual contexts 
such as recorded in these three compendia.

It cannot be emphasized enough that the gods in these confi gurations are 
rooted in distinct vernacular traditions from concrete localities. In keeping 
with their lowly, local origins, they are largely visualized as naked, with red 
stomachers, head sashes, and other remnants of their origins in the powerful 
spirits that possess the mediums of local communities.

Aside from these extremely widespread confi gurations, other pantheons 
in Canonization correspond to Daoist ritual too. Th e Great Year Division 
(Taisui bu) is commanded by Yin Jiao,44 the Five Dipper Stars (Wudouxing) 
are headed by the Dipper Mother (Doumu),45 and the Plague Division 
(wenbu) is associated with the Perfected of Mt. Kuangfu (Kuangfu zhen-
ren).46 Other famous Daoist gods are ordered to head other platoons of gods, 
such as the god of wealth who simultaneously is the plague god and protec-
tor of the Daoist altar (xuantan) known as Zhao Gongming.47 In Canoniza-
tion he is assigned to lead a platoon of four other gods associated with human 
fl ourishing.

Perhaps the best clue for understanding the ritual system to which Can-
onization refers is the very fi rst pantheon codifi ed in the book: the Five Peaks 
(Wuyue). Th is group is headed by the Eastern Peak (Dongyue), or the “Great 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak, Mount Tai, the Benevolent Saint who Equals 
Heaven” (Dongyue Taishan Tianqi Rensheng Dadi), the Daoist title repro-
duced in the novel. Alongside his third son, Sire “Glorious Effi  cacy” (Bing-
ling Gong), he is canonized before all other martial deities. Although the 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak is probably best known for his rule over the spirits 
of the netherworld, his inclusion ahead of all other gods refl ects his role as a 
hub in the pro cess of ritual formations. In the actual world of temple cults and 
their ritual practices, the Eastern Peak is at the zenith of a divine administra-
tion that oversees the enlistment, deployment, and transformation of terres-
trial spirits that have existed as autonomous entities in diff erent localities. 
Th e Eastern Peak is the highest god with direct responsibility over the spirits 
of the earthly realm and the divine authority that needs to be petitioned by 
ritualists (and their gods) whenever they want to deploy martial gods.

Th ese pantheons are the pivots that fi t the novel together with vernacular 
rituals as congruously as a tally. Th e novel ends where the ritual begins, with 



 King Wu’s Sacred History  73

the invocation of a list of ranked gods. Published long after the formation of 
these Daoist pantheons, the novel concludes its story with a list of canonizations 
of gods who have earned their marks in the meritorious act of battle. Th e 
entire novel is written to expound the histories of these gods, who can be 
invoked in ritual. Because it is written in correlation with ritual, the novel 
stands in the very periphery of ritual. Ritual needs the novel because ritual 
procedures are commonly of insuffi  cient narrative substance to explain them-
selves or to situate themselves within a historical context. Similarly the novel 
cannot entirely explain itself without ritual referents, without which it would 
be misunderstood as a fi ction rather than as a work of paraliturgy. One can 
be fully understood only in light of the other.

Th e Territorial Order of King Wu

Now we can start our investigation of the narrative content of Canonization. 
As briefl y indicated earlier, the theme of canonization that all versions of 
“King Wu’s Conquest” bring into play is based on King Wu’s ritual act of 
reconciling the territorial powers that are present within the grounds of the 
old kingdom. Together those diff erent versions form an ever expanding story 
complex that defi nes the founding of a new dynastic order as a ritual con-
quest of space, one that hallows a relationship between a given community 
and the sacred forces already present in the space it wants to control.

Th is dialectic informs the narrative of “King Wu’s Conquest” in all its 
diff erent versions, namely the enduring and convoluted historical encounter 
between empire and locality. “King Wu’s Conquest” is situated in this dis-
cursive space between the offi  cial history that is embodied by the institutions 
of the imperial government and the local histories that are juxtaposed to this 
greater historical narrative. One need not assume that imperial history 
thereby obliterates local history, just as the local space is not actually replaced 
by the imperial space. Th e remarkable thing is that the narratives of greater 
imperial history are retold on a local level and adapted to suit the conditions 
of the locality. In the form of ritual, but also in the form of theatre, villages 
recount the heroic feats of foundational fi gures of the greater empire as the 
acts that founded their own culture. By retelling ancient histories that are far 
removed in space and time from the places where they are reconstituted in 
various per for mances, they place such fi gures as King Wen and King Wu at 
the center of their communal experience. To a certain extent they subscribe 
to the powers of a history that is greater than their community.
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For a small community there would be several advantages to this histori-
cal subscription. By recounting or performing Canonization’s narrative about 
a legendary dynastic foundation, the order of civilization around which the 
community chooses to establish itself is presented as being of ancient pedi-
gree. It is in this way that communities order their worlds with stories that 
invoke the authority of a magnifi cent past: myths of splendid rulers who in-
vented fi re, writing, and so on. Although local communities do not claim 
equality with the culture of antiquity, they do claim kinship with the culture 
heroes of old; they are as the living heirs of a glorious past they embody in 
theatre and ritual. It is through dramatic episodes from imperial history that 
are staged during religious festivals that local communities experience his-
tory from tangible proximity.

Proximity to history has another, possibly even more important advan-
tage, as any local per for mance is by default always embedded in the context 
of that locality. Th at is, even when a ritual or theatrical act revolves around 
fi gures from imperial history writ large, it still takes place in the specifi c en-
vironment that makes up a locality. Th is sense of context is obviously true on 
the mere physical level of geography, but it is also true on a social and his-
torical level: regardless of how eminent any episode from imperial history 
may be, the local context ensures that even an episode as important as the 
foundation of the Zhou dynasty could hardly erase the memory of local his-
tory and local heroes. In fact it rather appears to work the other way around: 
the histories of the greater Chinese empire serve as store houses for local 
histories. Th us the ancient myths of the empire are repeated in villages as histo-
ries and modifi ed to accommodate the local culture heroes; against the back-
ground of a golden age of the greater empire, the local gods are allowed to 
play their own heroic part. History sanctifi es even those who have remained 
outside of its canon.

Th e narratives of ordering and pacifi cation therefore serve a twofold pur-
pose: on the one hand they provide the authoritative patterns of an empire- 
wide civilization that a local community may also subscribe to; on the other 
hand, the communities that live by this cultural order are remembering the 
mythical authorities as their own ancestors and thereby provide a framework 
for relating their own histories, for preserving and hallowing their local cul-
ture within the narrative of the empire. Although a local community may 
feel it belongs to an overarching grid of civilization, yet, to borrow Michel de 
Certeau’s words, it continuously “resists being reduced to it.”48

Local memories are also kept alive within the framework of the imperial 
narrative of “King Wu’s Conquest.” Th is precise dual function of a narrative 
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that presents a certain order as well as a narrative that relates the local present 
to the national past is entirely applicable to the various versions of the Canon-
ization corpus. Local communities construct themselves on the basis of the 
sanctifi ed narratives of glorious pasts, yet they do not abandon the sacrosanct 
powers that are already present in the locality after conquering it. Despite the 
victory of a new power, the defeated spirits of the earth are permitted to live 
on. Much more than that, they are hallowed as guardians of their homeland 
and eff ectively included in the community. Local communities— or more 
precisely, their ritual specialists— subsume these territorial guardians under 
the command of the communal gods.

In this dialectic several questions are addressed: Whose space is con-
quered? Does it belong to the locality, the empire? What to do with the local 
histories of those that are conquered, the traces they have left, the presence 
that remains of the beings, things, and acts that have constituted them as a 
society? Th ese questions generally constitute the grounds on which the inter-
ests and concerns of imperial rulers, local communities, and the religious 
institutions that they share converge.

Th e narrative corpus of Canonization revolves around concerns regarding 
powerful presences that lurk within the earth. Th e ground is not only a womb 
for the growth of seeds, the gestation of minerals and ore, or a blank page on 
which a civilization may inscribe itself; it is also a tomb. In the darkness lie 
the lingering spirits of the dead, shadowy forces that must not be disturbed 
lest real and imminent danger threaten. Aside from the well- tended dead 
whose relatives still maintain their family graves and make sacrifi ces to 
them, one never knows for sure who  else has been buried there, long before, 
long forgotten. What lethal breath do their anonymous corpses spread to 
make the living sick?49 Th e endless reservoir of subterranean phantoms— 
human or other— that anecdotal rec ords preserve is a constant reminder 
of the simple fact that the earth does not belong to man and may contest 
man’s interference.

In that sense “King Wu’s Conquest” is a narrative about how a sociocul-
tural entity is constructed within an existing world that is not actually the 
property of the communities that claim it, about how communities may es-
tablish themselves in a space that is already inhabited by older forces. On the 
level of dynastic history such narratives eulogize the glorious conquests of 
heroic rulers; they exemplify the ways a new dynasty is founded by defeating 
an older dynasty. On the level of local history these narratives convey the idea 
that new settlers are the found ers of civilized order in the dangerous wilder-
ness of a vast universe— a universe that is inhabited in all possible corners by 
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gods, spirits, and dark forces. Rather than exterminating these forces, the nar-
rative of “King Wu’s Conquest” emphasizes the possibility of swaying and 
incorporating these forces.

Th e incorporation of hostile forces into a new order is imagined as a con-
quest on two levels: an actual military expedition of mortal beings as well as 
an invisible battle fought by spiritual agents. Before exploring the earliest 
narratives of “King Wu’s Conquest,” the following microversion from the 
fourteenth century may illustrate the late imperial view of the world as a 
space that can be divided into parallel universes, one of the tangible govern-
ment of the dynastic ruler and one of the invisible world of a divine empire 
that revolves around the order of the local territory. As we will see in chapter 
4, it is this dual vision of the world that is implemented by the found er of the 
Ming dynasty from 1368 onward and by his de facto successor, who usurped 
the throne in 1402 after a bloody military expedition. It is this world in 
which Canonization must be understood.

“In the world of light there was King Wu of the Zhou attacking King Zhòu, 
pacifying and ordering the cults of [the God of the] Earth and [Lord] Millet. 
In the dark realm there was the Dark Emperor collecting demons, separating 
men from ghosts.”50 Th e act of this- worldly dynastic conquest is  here nar-
rated primarily in reference to the “pacifying and ordering” of the altars for 
“[the God of the] Earth and [Lord] Millet.” Th ese are indeed classical refer-
ences to the sacred powers of territory, the forces of life that make the local 
crops grow. Yet it appears that success cannot be guaranteed without the par-
allel act of “collecting demons” that is executed by the Dark Emperor. Th is 
god, commander of all demon troops and known to operate barefoot and 
with his hair undone, has  here been woven into the classical narrative of dy-
nastic conquest as an active participant, one that would become the protec-
tive saint of the Ming.

During the Ming these territorial powers are worshiped in the form of 
the she, the territorial god that oversees the locality, best glossed as “territorial 
cult.” Th ough the territorial cult is often understood quite innocuously as a 
mere “God of the Soil,” in late imperial China the term she refers broadly to 
any local saint that has a strong tie to the homeland where it is venerated. It 
is therefore also called simply a “local god” (tushen) and may refer to local 
heroes.51 Because this term can also be translated as “soil god,” it may have 
helped continue the more classical interpretation of she as Earth God. By 
the Ming dynasty, however, communities might “worship their local god 
as the territorial cult.”52 Local gods can also be multiple, such as the “Five 
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Manifestations” (Wuxian) who are referred to as the “local gods of Wuyuan.”53 
Th is type of local divinity is usually credited with protection of the locality; 
they truly are identifi ed with their homeland.54

Stories abound of local gods who are said to have conquered their locality 
by military force and subsequently made the village (or even the empire) into 
a bulwark that is defended by fi ve encampments of soldiers, stationed at the 
frontiers of the village. From very early times onward these soldiers are con-
ceptualized as barbarian tribes that maintain a feudal relationship with the 
central kingdom.55 Th ey may also be conceptualized as prisoners who fulfi ll 
martial tasks for Daoist ritualists: “Th ere is no way to miss the connection 
between the spirit camps believed to protect southern Chinese temple com-
munities from the four sides and the center (wuying) with the Daoist prison 
camps in the early Heavenly Master or ga ni za tion.”56

In the late imperial period this rhetoric remains relevant for tutelary di-
vinities such as the Han general Ma Yuan, who is widely venerated as a water 
god throughout Huguang in late imperial China.57 Sources describe how 
he achieves peace at the border by installing fi ve garrisons of soldiers at “fi ve 
bronze pillars that stake out the territory of the Han” (or, in other regions, fi ve 
boats), using them as “great instruments for suppressing the southern barbar-
ians.”58 In Hunan it is said that Ma Yuan “successfully pacifi ed the Southern 
Barbarians of the Five Streams.”59 Th e peace of the barbarian outskirts is 
equal to the peace of the civilized realm in their midst. Th is homology be-
tween the Middle Kingdom of China and the modest, symbolical “kingdom” 
of the village is also articulated in the fact that so many local gods are known 
as king, prince, or other aristocratic title. As a rule the fi ve garrisons do not 
operate by themselves; they are thought to be under the command of a divin-
ity in a local temple, such as Ma Yuan, known also as the “General Who 
Pacifi es the Waves” (Fubo Jiangjun).

At this point the narrative of “King Wu’s Conquest” converges with the 
Daoist construction of ritual order. As a micronarrative of dual imperial con-
quest it illustrates the possibility of establishing a community by incorporat-
ing the powers of places that existed long before the community itself ex-
isted. Th e Ming hagiography of the Dark Emperor presents but one aspect 
within the founding narrative of the Zhou dynasty, namely the parallel ac-
tion in the realms of light and of darkness. Th ere exist, however, many ver-
sions of this founding narrative that per sis tent ly emphasize a related but dif-
ferent aspect: the conquest of space by means of the ac know ledg ment of the 
gods belonging to that space. It is a narrative that sanctifi es the forces of the 
local earth as part of the way a social order is realized. In other words, it is a 
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narrative that understands the ordering of a territory as a consecration of its 
spiritual powers: a narrative of canonization.

Th e classical source for Confucian ritual, the Ritual Rec ords (Liji; West-
ern Han, 206 bce–9 ce), includes a passage that narrates the very fi rst ritual 
acts of King Wu, the Martial King, upon conquering the Shang dynasty, 
 here referred to as Yin. It presents the foundation of the new order of the 
Zhou dynasty as an act that perpetuates the sacrifi cial off erings to the royal 
cults of empires long gone and authorizes even the sacrifi cial cult to the con-
quered Shang dynasty of the barbarous King Zhòu.

After King Wu had subdued the  house of Yin to topple the Shang dynasty, 
he had not even descended from his chariot yet, when he already canon-
ized the royal cult of the Yellow Emperor at Ji, canonized the royal cult 
of Emperor Yao at Zhu, and canonized the royal cult of Shun at Chen. 
After he alighted from his chariot, he canonized the royal cult of the 
Xia  dynasty at Qi, and established the royal cult for the  house of Yin 
[Shang] at Song.60

While King Wu fi rst canonizes the most divine of emperors, the Yellow Em-
peror (Huang Di), this act of canonizing the ancient powers of vanquished 
kingdoms thus extends even to those powers that originally opposed the new 
dynastic claimant, namely the royal cult of Yin. In this narrative King Wu 
consecrates a total of fi ve emperors, a confi guration highlighted more explic-
itly in later versions. In that respect it is important to note that elsewhere in 
the Ritual Rec ords a more general scheme is presented in which the Middle 
Kingdom is surrounded at four sides by four diff erent barbarian peoples that 
each have their “settlement” (anju).61 From the perspective of the Middle 
Kingdom, this grid of Five Quarters with the homeland in the center is ex-
actly what constitutes order. A crucial role in this order is played by diff erent 
sets of fi ve emperors.

Other sources suggest that an empire can be settled peacefully when its 
ritual foundation is or ga nized around fi ve divine emperors representing the 
Five Quarters. Th e Histories of the Han (Hanshu; fi rst and second century ce) 
articulates the imperial ritual for establishing dynastic order as a “Grand Rite 
for putting in place Heaven and Earth.”62 Th e emperor goes to the suburban 
sacrifi cial site ( jiao) where the “Emperors of the Five Quarters” (Wufang zhi 
Di) are arrayed according to the respective colors of the Quarters to which 
they belong: Azure (East), Vermilion (South), White (West), Yellow (Center), 
and Black (North).63 Each receives a sacrifi cial off ering.
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However, the Five Emperors do not represent the theological pinnacle of 
Han theology; they merely represent the terrestrial realm and its spirits. A 
higher divinity lords over them, the Great Monad (Tai Yi). Elsewhere in the 
Histories of the Han these same Five Emperors are said to have shrines that are 
laid out in a circle below the altar of the Great Monad, literally embodying 
the lower position of the Five Emperors as a group beneath the Great Monad. 
Th is type of relationship is typical of the dialectic between local soil and 
higher authorities. As Marianne Bujard argues, the Great Monad constitutes 
a “cosmic divinity whose cult was largely conceived by the fangshi.”64 Th ese 
fangshi (commonly translated as “recipe gentlemen” or “masters of methods”) 
 were engaged in an endeavor to explain local cults “within their own reli-
gious conceptualizations.”65 Th at is to say, the spiritual presence of localities 
was explained as coherent with the theology of the Great Monad that the 
fangshi revered as the ultimate source of power. Th is presages the kind of in-
tegrative vision that is apparent in its full- fl edged Daoist manifestation after 
the thirteenth century.

Th e passage from the Ritual Rec ords cited earlier is not the only early rec-
ord of King Wu’s canonization of the sacrifi cial cult to a group of fi ve ancient 
emperors. Other versions similarly have King Wu carry out canonizations of 
exactly fi ve ancient rulers. Th e Rec ords of the Former Han (Qian Han ji) by 
Xun Yue (Eastern Han, 25– 220 ce) suggest that the number fi ve is by no 
means a coincidence and that by the second century ce this narrative of dy-
nastic conquest is already associated with canonization of a fi xed set of sacri-
fi cial cults that may be referred to as the “Five Emperors” (Wu Di).

“After, in ancient times, King Wu had conquered King Zhòu, he had not 
yet descended from his chariot when he maintained the ancestral cult of 
the Five Emperors.”66 In this passage King Wu is not said to canonize the 
Five Emperors but to “preserve” or “maintain” their ancestral cult. What is 
made explicit  here is the extraordinary fact that the conqueror does not oblit-
erate the divine order of the defeated dynasty. What ever new beliefs the new 
order brings along, the old ones are preserved by the new ruler himself.

Th e important position occupied by the concept of the Five Emperors in 
the sacred history of China requires no special explanation, but their military 
relevance for the grid of the Five Quarters is not usually emphasized. Th e 
grand scribe of the Han dynasty, Sima Qian (145– 86 bce), begins his mag-
num opus of dynastic rec ords with the annals of the Five Emperors. Signifi -
cantly the very fi rst record portrays the Yellow Emperor as a martial divinity 
who leads his armies to defeat the unruly beast Chi You and who continues 
to pacify any subsequent threats to worldly order. Th e order he establishes is 
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attained by his journeys into the four cardinal directions of the compass 
and— crucially—of his taking residence in the fi eld at the center, exactly at 
the site where he has defeated Chi You. In other words, the battlefi eld where 
the fi erce opponent is slain subsequently becomes the basis for a new dynastic 
community. Th e Yellow Emperor then installs “fortifi ed defenses” ( yingwei) 
for the protection of his territory.67

Based on Sima Qian’s rec ords we must conclude that the fi ve rulers are 
more than mere icons of an ancient cultural legacy. Th ey do not transmit a 
past that is dead; it is a past that is repeated as a model for the present. As a 
narrative pre de ces sor to the “Grand Rite for putting in place Heaven and 
Earth” in the Histories of the Han, the Five Emperors of Sima Qian are initi-
ated as historical anchors of the spatial order that the community of the Han 
actively needs to establish before they can eff ectively control their environ-
ment. Th e Yellow Emperor is presented as the fi rst found er of territorial or-
der; while there is no explicit reference to a succinct set of Five Quarters or to 
the canonization of fi ve rulers as divine protectors of a sacred area, Sima 
Qian’s history does narrate the Yellow Emperor’s order as founded on the 
scheme of the Five Quarters. Signifi cantly the Yellow Emperor attains spatial 
order by means of a military conquest.

A diff erent account of the meaning of the Five Emperors in early imperial 
China is found in the Kong Zi jiayu by Wang Su (195– 256 ce). It refers to the 
classical story of Kong Zi, who pays a visit to Lao Zi in order to ask him about 
ritual— a pop u lar episode during the Han that has been found on the walls of 
several tombs.68 Th is version defi nes the Five Emperors as representing cos-
mological principles that correspond to the classical divinities of the Five 
Quarters known as the heraldic animals. To be more precise, in this account 
Lao Zi is quoted for his explanation of the Five Emperors, in which he equates 
them with the Five Phases, stating that the Five Emperors are the deifi ed man-
ifestations of the Five Phases; they “assist” the “High God” (Shang Di).69 Th is 
is similar to the version by Sima Qian, who rec ords that “the Five Emperors 
are the adjutants of the Great Monad.”70 Yet while Sima Qian’s Five Emperors 
are equal to the mythical emperors, the Lao Zi of Kong Zi jiayu provides dif-
ferent names for the Five Emperors. In Lao Zi’s account they are Goumang, 
Zhurong, Rushou, Xuanming, and Houtu— the four heraldic animals plus 
the earth. Just as with the Five Emperors and the Great Monad of the fangshi, 
these fi ve gods also appear to be the result of eff orts to formulate a sacred order 
of gods. Jeff rey Riegel argues that the gods in this constellation represent “at-
tempts to create a consistent pantheon from the variety of local gods, ances-
tral spirits, and nature deities” of the Warring States period (453– 221 bce).71 
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It is moreover signifi cant, as Cedzich points out, that this type of cosmology, 
with fi ve (demonic) divinities that represent the fi ve phases and the Five 
Quarters, is promoted by Daoist movements such as the Celestial Masters 
during the same period.72

At this juncture, then, there are already two versions of the Five Emper-
ors: Sima Qian’s royal ancestors of previous dynasties and the heraldic gods 
listed by Lao Zi of Kong Zi jiayu. When Lao Zi associates his fi ve gods with 
the Five Quarters of the terrestrial realm, it appears that he refers specifi cally 
to the “territorial cult” and concludes with the observation that these fi ve 
gods apply their skills in the context of some offi  cial duty ( guanzhi); he states 
that their names are their “offi  cial titles” ( guanming). As we will see, the of-
fi cial aspect becomes ever stronger throughout later narratives, especially the 
Daoist narratives. Indeed the fact that the ritual lore associated with the Five 
Emperors in Kong Zi jiayu is imparted by Lao Zi, the exemplary Daoist, pres-
ages the ritual dimensions that are present in the Yuan and Ming dynasty 
versions of the story in vernacular Chinese. Until then, however, the rele-
vance of Daoist ritual remains almost entirely elusive.

A diff erent version of “King Wu’s Conquest” that relates explicitly to the 
gods of the Five Quarters is told in the Six Sheaths (Liu Tao), attributed to 
King Wu’s main strategist, Jiang Ziya. It is quoted in the Old Histories of the 
Tang, a dynastic history from the Later Jin period (936– 946). Th e story from 
the Six Sheaths interprets these classical stories in a diff erent way: the gods 
who receive an offi  cial function from King Wu are no longer presented as 
emperors; they are now referred to by their collective epithet as “Gods of the 
Five Quarters” (Wufang zhi shen), presaging the late imperial convention of 
referring to these gods as a widely established divine pentad.

When King Wu conquered King Zhòu, the snow was more than ten feet 
deep. Five chariots and two  horses traveled without leaving ruts. Th ey vis-
ited [King Wu’s] encampment and requested an audience. When King Wu 
expressed his wonder and asked questions about it, the Grand Duke [Jiang 
Ziya] responded: “Th ey must be the Gods of the Five Quarters, coming 
 here to receive their tasks.” Th ereupon he called them by name, and gave 
them orders [or: a mandate] with an offi  cial function. Th en, after he de-
feated the Yin, the winds  were well adjusted and the rains  were favorable. 73

Th us emerges the well- known picture of the Gods of the Five Quarters as 
territorial divinities whose task is allotted to them by the person who holds 
sway over the local space.
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Th is story appears to be a summary from the original version of the Six 
Sheaths. It is recounted more fully in the tenth- century collection Extensive 
Rec ords of Great Peace compiled between 977 and 981 ce.74 It is too long to 
include in full, but it is worth looking at some of its content. In the fi rst place, 
the bureaucratic aspect of an offi  cial position that the territorial gods are given 
by King Wu is similar to the story told in Kong Zi jiayu. Yet the Extensive 
Rec ords includes new details. Moreover the gods are  here defi ned as “Gods of 
the Four Seas, together with the Earl of Rivers, the Earl of Wind, and the 
Rain Master.” Th e identities of the fi rst four are revealed as the four heraldic 
spirits— another similarity with Kong Zi jiayu. Th e other three are apparently 
confl ated into one because the story refers to the group as “fi ve gods.”

Consistent with known rituals for ordering space, King Wu summons 
each of them by name and then concludes by giving them their offi  cial posi-
tion. In this story the territorial gods present themselves to King Wu in order 
to receive their mandate. In other words, it shows how the gods of the Five 
Quarters subject themselves to the conqueror in order to become part of his 
sacred bureaucracy of divine offi  cials. Th e act described in the story as “confer-
ring a mandate” (shouming) or “issuing a command” (chi) followed by “having 
them observe their position”75 eff ectively parallels the act of canonization 
that is crucial to the consecration of sacred space; in ritual settings this pro-
cedure “seals the altar against demonic disruption so that the altar may be 
constructed.”76 Th is consecration of the Five Quarters is often also entitled 
“command for containment” (chifeng). John Lagerwey describes the desired 
result as a “converting” of the local tiger demon “into a guardian of the altar’s 
most vulnerable corner.”77

To drive home the relevance of ritual, there is another, seemingly odd ele-
ment added to the narrative of the Six Sheaths: the off ering of food to these 
spirits. Th e ritual procedure for establishing the Five Encampments of the 
local soil, the summoning of the gods of the Five Quarters, is staged as one 
big banquet, off ered to the troops who guard local territory. And parallel to 
the canonization conferred on the gods of the Five Quarters by King Wu, the 
master of vernacular rituals also concludes his ritual with the “bestowing of 
good marks on the soldiers.”78 Th at is, the merit of these protective spirits is 
articulated publicly.

All these aspects— canonization, ritual ordering, sacrifi cial off erings— 
coalesce in narratives about “King Wu’s Conquest” from the late imperial 
age. From that time onward in fact King Wu’s narratives refer to specifi c ritu-
als with concrete regional provenance. Th e plot thickens as narrative, ritual, 
and territorial community start to become visible as an interrelated complex. 



 King Wu’s Sacred History  83

If the ritual dimension of “King Wu’s Conquest” is suggested only by inter-
nal hints, the late imperial versions of this story can be fi rmly related to com-
munal rituals.

Vernacular Versions: Th e Dangerous Earth 
of Zhao Gongming

What emerges into view during the thirteenth and fourteenth century is the 
stunning fact of a continuum between the narrative of “King Wu’s Con-
quest” and rituals for ordering territorial space. Literary and theatrical stories 
of gods who are capable of ordering the earth are extensively recorded at a 
time when these same gods are also narrated as the subject of Daoist manuals 
for ritually ordering the earth. Th is correspondence can be narrowed down 
even further: throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth century the gods 
who are invoked by ritualists to pacify the spirits of the earth are the same 
gods who make star appearances in the new vernacular narratives that are 
printed throughout that period! It is a time during which the demand for 
such ritualists appears to be overwhelming; one gets the impression that the 
manuals they have left for posterity attest to a veritable phobia of spirits from 
the earth. It is no wonder, then, that the gods who can subdue the terrestrial 
spirits are thought to be heroic, that they are in fact none other than the same 
heroes who are recorded in the standard histories.

By pointing out the fundamental correspondences between the divine 
protagonists in vernacular ritual and in vernacular narratives I do not mean 
to suggest that the two vernacular categories are identical. Vernacular narra-
tive is not equal to vernacular ritual. But it certainly is necessary to see how 
closely related these two genres are. Th e narrative corpus to which Canoniza-
tion belongs continuously straddles the lines modern scholars have drawn 
between literature and religion and the positions these categories are com-
monly assigned vis-à- vis society. One of the main narratives investigated in 
this chapter is constituted by an antecedent version of Canonization from the 
Yuan dynasty (1278– 1368). Th is book, the Plain Tale of King Wu’s Conquest 
of King Zhòu (Wu Wang fa Zhòu pinghua, hereafter Plain Tale) has not re-
ceived an abundant amount of scholarly attention, even though it is beauti-
fully illustrated and the only Plain Tale that is available in a full En glish 
translation.79 Th e two most prominent scholars who have studied it do not 
focus on religious aspects. In his study Chinese Vernacular Fiction: Th e For-
mative Period, Wilt Idema formulates an argument against the understand-
ing of Ming and Qing vernacular fi ction as oral literature.80 Although Idema 
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puts much eff ort into descriptions of the social environment of the Plain 
Tale, religion is not a part of his analysis. Lucille Chia, on the other hand, 
makes an explicit distinction between religious literature and commercial 
literature in her fi ne study Printing for Profi t: Th e Commercial Publishers of 
Jianyang, Fujian (11th to 17th Centuries).81 She makes a point of approving 
one common categorization of textual genres, namely the distinction be-
tween works published by commercial publishing  houses (such as the Jian-
yang publishers she investigates) and those published by “religious institu-
tions” such as temples (works she does not investigate). Unfortunately, Chia 
predictably assumes that only religious institutions could produce religious 
literature. My intention is to show that taking seriously the religious aspects 
of vernacular narratives allows for a much more precise understanding of 
the various ways these stories are situated within the culture of their histori-
cal moment and the institutions with which they are associated. Th e fact 
that the Plain Tale is part of a much older narrative cycle will help clarify its 
most important features.

For starters, a signifi cant divergence from the various classical anteced-
ents of the Plain Tale pertains to the theme of spatial conquest. Whereas the 
earlier stories endorse a rather classical sanctifi cation of the Five Quarters, 
the vernacular Plain Tale includes radically diff erent groups of fi ve divinities. 
By now the Five Emperors from classical mythology have been replaced by 
divinities from “vernacular mythology,”82 divinities that are not known to 
have been associated with the Five Quarters in any of the classical writings. 
Th e new divinities are of much less exalted pedigree and are much more 
overtly associated with the spirits of the earth, especially with the dangers and 
diseases these spirits may produce. In keeping with the perils of the earth, the 
divine pentads that are credited with the powers to overcome these hazards 
are themselves very explicitly martial, violent, and merciless.

Th e book begins by presenting itself as a sacred history in the broadest 
sense and commences with a list of dynastic rulers that start with the “Th ree 
August Ones and the Five Emperors” (Sanhuang Wudi).83 Th e Plain Tale, 
after all, is still based on the classical tale of “King Wu’s Conquest,” a story 
that is traditionally rubricated in the pigeonhole of sacred history. Just like its 
pre de ces sors it is preoccupied with the consecration of spatial powers that 
originally belong to the Shang; just as the earlier versions, the Plain Tale ends 
with canonizations of gods. Yet, diff erent from the classical versions, the bulk 
of the Plain Tale is concerned with the explicitly violent acts of King Wu’s 
conquest. Th e strategic aspects of military expeditions, the bloodshed of the 
many battles, the often painful upholding of loyalty and honor— all this is 
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described with a monotonous insistence. Th e history of the Zhou founding is 
presented as a military conquest by King Wu rather than the preferred Con-
fucian narrative of a civil enterprise by King Wen (the “Civilized King”). 
Partly for that reason, Idema speculates that the intended audience of the 
Plain Tale must be sought among military offi  cials.84

Th e motivation for the war has also been somewhat further dramatized. 
Instead of portraying King Zhòu as the ruthless tyrant that Confucian au-
thors commonly present, he is made to look like a sage king whose destiny 
runs foul when he falls in love with the beautiful princess Da Ji. While this 
aspect is recorded by several of the early imperial sources, including the rec-
ords of Sima Qian, the Plain Tale describes in delectable detail that before 
Da Ji is married off  to King Zhòu, she is possessed by the spirit of a nine- 
tailed fox. It is this fox spirit who manipulates King Zhòu to act out the in-
sane cruelty for which he has become known in the rec ords of the heirs of 
King Wu. It is as a consequence of the fox spirit’s possession that King Wu is 
prompted to rise to arms. It is also with the execution of that same fox spirit 
that the possession of the beautiful woman ends— and with it the Plain Tale. 
Ultimately, then, the Yuan dynasty vernacular version of “King Wu’s Con-
quest” is a story that narrates the exorcism of a fox spirit.85 In light of my ar-
gument in chapter 3, this is a signifi cant point.

Th e center of the narrator’s attention is occupied by the vicissitudes of the 
dynastic war: the armies of King Wu against King Zhòu’s forces of uncivilized 
chaos.  Here, at the heart of the story, the author lays out the elements that defi ne 
the Plain Tale as forming a continuum with rituals for ordering territorial space. 
It starts with the common phenomenon of a military force that counts fi ve gen-
erals. Before the Shang are about to be overthrown by King Wu’s forces of order, 
the besieged dynasty throw their fi ve territorial guardians into the battle. Th e 
fearsome Five Generals of King Zhòu (Zhòu wang bingjiang wuyuan) com-
mand the military bulwark of the old Shang reign.86 All fi ve of these generals are 
introduced in the middle of the story, each by name but without any further 
details. At fi rst sight they are nothing more than simply fi ve generals.

What the narrator seems to take for granted is that the names of these 
Five Generals have long been known as plague demons transformed into 
guardians of the Daoist divine ranks.87 In a hagiography with a preface from 
1294, written less than thirty years before the Plain Tale, they are known to 
be part of a group of demonic warriors who spread diff erent kinds of disease 
in each of the Five Quarters.88 Th ese generals of the plague are shrewd, agile, 
and extremely dangerous. At diff erent times of the year they change into dif-
ferent kinds of menace. During springtime they become the “demons of the 
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fi ve graves”;89 by autumn they are “the demons of the personal earth division 
of soil- lords that people have in their  houses, as well as the [demons of ] resi-
dential dragons and dormant corpses”;90 they may also assume the shapes of 
domestic animals and “violently kill tens of thousands of people.”91 Th ese 
warriors are dangerous indeed. Signifi cantly, in the hagiography of 1294 they 
are subdued by the patriarch of Daoism, the Celestial Master Zhang, and 
forced to swear an oath of loyalty to the exorcist powers he wields with his 
writing brush. Th us the fi erce generals who defend the grounds of the Shang 
dynasty in the Plain Tale have been known for at least three de cades prior to 
the work’s publication as terrestrial demons who have been subjugated (and 
ritually deployed) by the patriarch of Daoism.

Th e impression made by this hagiography that the generals who defend 
the old dynasty are known in Daoist traditions as plague gods is entirely cor-
roborated by the ritual lore surrounding the most widely known of these fi ve 
generals: Zhao Gongming (see fi g. 4). As a tiger- riding warrior with a black 
face, he holds sway over the terrestrial spirits known as Five Furies (Wu-
chang). Th ese Five Furies are represented as fi ve tigers, each corresponding to 
their own segment of the Five Quarters.92 Th is is the Zhao Gongming that 
existed long, very long before the printing of the Plain Tale.

At this point narrative and ritual converge with communal concerns of 
territorial protection. Zhao Gongming’s association with the Five Furies and 
the Five Tigers around the time of the publication of the Plain Tale takes us 
straight into the ritual procedures for establishing the Five Garrisons of the 
local soil that the various versions of “King Wu’s Conquest” narrate. A Dao-
ist manual of the fourteenth century dedicated to Zhao Gongming includes 
an exorcist “method for the employment of evil spirits” ( yi xiegui fa). Th is 
employment is achieved by arraying the martial spirits of the locality, speci-
fi ed elsewhere in the manual as the marshaling of the Five Garrisons (wu-
ying). Th e exorcism that takes place under Zhao Gongming’s tutelage starts 
out with the installation of these encampments around the sacred space of 
the Daoist altar, which, in turn, is placed at the center of the community or 
family that hopes to be rid of some demonic pest: “First proceed to the altar 
and erect the encampments by dispatching missives for the stationing of 
troops and  horses. When the off erings and entertainment of these victorious 
soldiers is done, then you can send the Chief Marshal out to collect the lower 
ghosts.”93 In other words, the invisible troops that protect the local territory 
are thanked for their work by off ering sacrifi ces, and then they are sent back 
to work for their commander. In this sense the summoning of the gods of the 
Five Quarters is also staged as a big banquet, consistent with the story from 



Figure 4. Zhao Gongming riding his tiger. From Sanjiao yuanliu soushen 
daquan.
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Six Sheaths and with ritual practices of the present day. In the fourteenth- 
century manual the underlings of Zhao Gongming are called “Furious Soldiers 
of the Five Tigers belonging to the Five Quarters” (Wufang wuhu changbing). 
Th eir powers are directed toward attacking noxious spirits that do not want 
to obey the commands of the ritual specialist who is expected to keep the 
community safe. Th us the fi ve generals of the Plain Tale are consistent with 
the fi ve generals that are well established in Daoist ritual of the same period. 
Nominally, functionally, and historically the exorcistic acts of this pentad 
span a continuum between exorcistic ritual and vernacular narrative.

Th e Five Tigers are not the unique property of Zhao Gongming or of the 
deluded King Zhòu. Of old, tigers are said to be served by the souls of their 
prey turned into tigers upon death.94 In the Plain Tale the troops led by King 
Wu are also confi gured as a group of fi ve and at one point are referred to as 
“Formation of the Five Tigers” (Wuhu zhen). Th ey form the attacking force 
of the Zhou found ers, inaugurated by King Wu personally as the “Strong-
holds of the Five Armies” (Wuwu zhai). Th e signifi cance of these strongholds 
is further emphasized by the fact that they receive a third epithet, “Battle 
Formation of the Five Armies” (Wuwu zhen). Th eir “Five Generals” (wu-
jiang) are said to draw on the forces of mountains and rivers. Clearly these are 
not the forces of heavenly gods but those that belong to the earthly realm. 
Th ese Five Generals defeat the Five Generals of the Shang.

Th e story becomes repetitive in its emphasis on the martial function of 
the Five Quarters: the Shang King responds by forming a new military bul-
wark, and again it consists of fi ve generals. As one would expect, the confi gu-
ration of these generals as a group of fi ve is entirely patterned after the scheme 
of the Five Quarters and baptized as “Battle Formation of the Five Planets” 
(Wuxing zhen), each with its own “stronghold” (zhai).95 Th e decisive battle 
between Shang and Zhou is fought when these two armies, led by their own 
respective set of fi ve generals, confront each other.

As the battle is developing in favor of King Wu’s troops and the last re-
maining commander of King Zhòu is captured, they off er the enemy general 
a compromise: “If you cooperate then you will live, if you don’t cooperate 
you will die.”96 Of course the commander of the Shang troops is too proud to 
submit, so the Zhou commanders install a “space for the law” or “court of jus-
tice” ( fachang) where the general is beheaded. As we will see, the term “space 
for the law” has a parallel use in the context of local rituals, when it may be 
translated as “space for [martial] ritual.”97 Surprisingly the Shang command-
er’s life does not actually end with his beheading, but he receives a new “man-
date.” Immediately upon his execution his head is brought before King Wu. 
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Th e king does not waste any time and consecrates the assassinated general 
with the offi  cial title of “God of Nightly Effi  cacy” (Yelingshen). Th en, after 
divinizing the commander of the “Strongholds of the Five Planets,” several 
other defeated generals are canonized, such as Fei Lian, whose beheading is 
immediately followed by his consecration as “Great General,” and Fangxiang, 
who is deifi ed as “Great General Who Clears the Road and Leads the Car-
riage.”98 Last but not least, Huang Feihu, “Flying Tiger Huang,” is deifi ed as 
“Great General, Vanguard for the Suppression of Bandits.”99

In short, the Yuan dynasty Plain Tale continues to revolve around the 
consecration of hostile spiritual powers that are present in the space where a 
new community is established— in this case a dynastic community, a cul-
ture, or a “civilization.” Just as in the Li Ji and several of the Han sources, the 
new order immediately consecrates the forces of the old order as their own 
tutelary saints! And foreshadowing the direction into which the narrative 
develops during the Ming, the victorious King Wu arranges a great sacrifi cial 
off ering for all those souls who died prematurely.100

Yin Jiao’s Rituals for Pacifying the Earth

Th e most persuasive area of convergence between ritual and literature is con-
stituted by the de facto main protagonist of the Plain Tale, the young prince 
known as Yin Jiao. Th ough a son of the wicked King Zhòu, he becomes the 
leader of King Wu’s fi ve strongholds. It is this fi gure who is made to perform 
the decisive acts in the story, and it is almost as if the story is written specifi -
cally for him. Of course he is a well- known god by the time the Plain Tale is 
written; outside the narrative, in local communities, and long  before his 
maiden appearance in the canonical context of “King Wu’s Conquest,” Yin Jiao 
is active as a ferocious exorcist who is deployed by Daoists to expel unruly 
spirits from the grounds of local communities.

Yin Jiao is literally an outsider to the narrative of King Wu’s expedition, 
as this alleged son of King Zhòu does not exist in any of the standard histo-
ries that recount the founding of the Zhou dynasty. Ironically this does not 
mean that Yin Jiao has no existence in classical texts or that he is fi ctional. 
His name actually constitutes a close link with the lore of the ancient sacrifi -
cial canon. In early imperial sources the term Yinjiao is used in its literal 
meaning of a very par tic u lar kind of sacred space, the suburban site for off er-
ing sacrifi ces to the royal lineage of Yin: the Shang dynasty ancestral altar. It 
occurs several times in the context of King Wu’s victory, when a new dynastic 
time cycle is inaugurated by “arriving at the suburbs of Yin.”101 It is the place 
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where the Shang dynasty troops are massively defeated by those of the Zhou. 
Coincidence or not, King Wu’s trip to Yin’s suburbs is associated with the 
ser vice of fi ve attendants.102 Representing the beginning of a new era, the 
term Yinjiao thus embodies the defeat of the Shang dynasty as a space upon 
which the Zhou dynasty is founded. Th e concept of a “royal cult of the  House 
of Yin” described in the classical narratives since the Han literally means “the 
heirs of the  House of Yin”; it represents nothing other than the same sacrifi -
cial cult to the Yin ancestors. Yin Jiao is the personifi cation of the conquered 
space of the royal cult to the Yin ancestors.

Th is uncanonical and therefore probably illicit divinity takes the audience 
of the Plain Tale into the world of local religion, with its temples, gods, and 
ritual lore. Th e axe with which Yin Jiao beheads the fox spirit Da Ji is given to 
him by a martial god in a temple at an early stage in the story. It is part of a 
“method” ( fa) bestowed on him during the same occasion. While the method 
remains unspecifi ed, the axe carries an ominous name: “Axe for destroying 
[King] Zhòu” (Po Zhòu zhi fu). Th is, then, is the ritual method that the Plain 
Tale attributes to Yin Jiao; it is a method narrated as a vernacular story of con-
quering an uncivilized ruler, and at the same time it is a story acted out in ver-
nacular rituals for conquering unruly spirits. Together they form two sides of 
the same coin: the story accompanies a pop u lar divinity with his ritual meth-
ods, and the rituals are understood to be eff ective because of the deeds narrated 
in the story— the “work of the gods” I mentioned in the introduction.

To appreciate this kinship of vernacular narratives with the actual “meth-
ods” of vernacular ritual, the importance of this revelation in the temple can-
not be underestimated. When Yin Jiao wakes up, he realizes it was only in a 
dream that the martial god appeared to him; yet, though merely a dream, in 
the morning he discovers that he actually holds the axe— a hundred jin 
heavy— in his hand. Despite its extraordinary weight he fi nds himself in ef-
fortless control of the weapon. At dusk he is fi nally able to discern the name 
of the temple in which he has slept. A plaque says “Temple of the God of 
Waves” (Langzi Shen miao). Th is god is almost certainly the Han General 
Ma Yuan (14 bce– 49 ce) we saw earlier, with temples spread widely through-
out Hunan, Guangxi, and Guangdong, venerated as the “General Who Sub-
dues the Waves.”103 It is another indication of a concrete world of religious 
institutions to which the Plain Tale is made to refer. Yin Jiao’s dream revela-
tion eff ectively associates him with the local ritual lore of a temple cult pop-
u lar in the broad region of Huguang.

Daoist rituals from Huguang that are recorded around the same time 
corroborate the need to understand ritual and narrative in conjunction. Only 
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a handful of years before the printing of the Plain Tale about the events sur-
rounding this famous dynastic battle, a ritual manual is fi nalized that pre-
sents methods for the ritual invocation and deployment of Yin Jiao as a mar-
tial servant. Th is manual contains several colophons, a fact that attests to its 
per sis tent popularity during a longer span of time. Th e most recent one is the 
epilogue by a certain Chen Yizhong from 1316; the two older colophons are 
by the original compiler of the manual, a Daoist from Changsha (Hunan) 
called Peng Yuantai.104 Th ese latter two colophons are signed in 1274 (intro-
duction, 1a– 3a) and 1290 (epilogue, 10ab), thus delimiting the historical 
range for the production of Yin Jiao’s exorcist rituals to a period of about fi fty 
years prior to the printing of the Plain Tale in which he fi gures.

Just as with the episode in the Plain Tale that narrates Yin Jiao’s reception 
of a ritual method, Peng Yuantai’s manual revolves around the transmission 
of a method. In this case it is a method attuned to the exorcist function of 
Yin Jiao as a martial clerk in a divine bureaucracy, namely the “Great Method 
of the Terrestrial Superintendent of the Celestial Heart” after which Peng’s 
text is named. Th e narrative affi  nity of the ritual manual with the Plain Tale 
is remarkable. Peng’s rec ords of Yin Jiao’s ritual identity confi rm the attribu-
tion made by the Plain Tale, the uncanonical identifi cation of the character 
as a son of King Zhòu. Peng says that Yin Jiao is “the son of an emperor of 
upper antiquity.”105 While not explicitly mentioning King Zhòu of the Shang 
dynasty, Peng thus personifi es Yin Jiao and presents him as a royal scion from 
the historical period in which the Plain Tale is staged.

Yin Jiao may be the son of an aristocrat; nonetheless he is frighteningly 
decorated with such unregal emblems as skulls. In the method that the man-
ual relates, Yin Jiao’s persona is identical to the precocious child who avenges 
the death of his mother in the Plain Tale, but in the manual this child- god 
has more fearsome and ferocious traits. Although he has the hairdo and face 
of an infant, he wears nine skulls around his neck and one on his forehead; he 
is clad like a child in the traditional attire of a red apron, and he has bare feet, 
but in his right hand he holds an axe and in his left hand a golden bell (fi gs. 5 
and 6). Th e axe, as we have seen, is the signature weapon of Yin Jiao as nar-
rated in the Plain Story. If the bell does not seem much of a weapon, it is in 
fact made to contain “possession” (sui).

In this way the Plain Tale from the 1320s introduces Yin Jiao as identical 
to the Yin Jiao who is the subject of ritual lore produced between 1274 and 
1316. If this is enough to understand the continuum between narrative and 
ritual, the commonalities reach much deeper than merely a common attribu-
tion of his identity to a nonhistorical son of King Zhòu. Th e Plain Tale shares 
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another crucial piece of information with the ritual manual that establishes 
the Plain Tale explicitly as the story of a god: both present Yin Jiao as the 
earthly manifestation of a powerful celestial body, the star of the “Great Year” 
(Taisui). Th is may seem at odds with his other epithet in the manual, where he 
is presented as a clerk in the religious bureaucracy known under the name 
“Terrestrial Superintendent” (Disi). In traditional China, however, the stars 
have a direct link with the earth, as each geo graph i cal region of the Chinese 
empire is associated with a par tic u lar constellation of astral bodies. Th is is 
most emphatically applicable to the Great Year in par tic u lar: he is directly 
responsible for the so- called twelve earthly branches (dizhi).106 Th ese are used 
as units of time calculation in the traditional calendar, based on the (almost) 
twelve- year orbit of the planet Jupiter around the sun. Although thus a mea-
sure of celestial time, the symbolic repre sen ta tion of this orbit in terms of the 
twelve earthly branches explains his relation to the earth. Th e Great Year’s 
history as a celestial body who bears a relationship to the prohibitions and ta-

Figure 5. Yin Jiao (right) within a larger pantheon. Late Qing Daoist ritual scroll 
from Central Hunan. Photograph by author and Patrice Fava.
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boos of the earth goes back a long way.107 And surprisingly some classical 
sources refer to the Great Year in the context of “King Wu’s Conquest” by 
describing how the baleful infl uence of the Great Year “did not prevent” King 
Wu’s military expedition from succeeding.108 Indeed from early times onward 
it appears almost as if the Great Year allowed King Wu to conquer the Shang.

Narratives from the period immediately preceding the rituals of Yin Jiao 
perfectly illustrate the tremendous fear caused by this celestial body on 
earth— a fear that is literally embedded in the earth. Th e following story is 
recorded by the famous thirteenth- century poet Yuan Haowen (1190– 1257).

He Xinshu was a man from Xuzhou (Henan) who obtained the highest 
examination degree during the Cheng’an reign (1196– 1200). In 1212 he 
stayed in his rural hometown for his father’s funeral, when he saw some 
radiance in the courtyard during the night. He Xinshu said: “It must be 
some precious object!” He took the lead over the servants and went dig-
ging. Several feet deep they came across a piece of fl esh as big as a basket. 
Th e family members  were all tremendously shocked and immediately or-
dered to bury it. Shortly after, He Xinshu died. His wife and more than 

Figure 6. Yin Jiao. Notice the 
skull on his red bandana and the 
necklace of skulls. Late Qing Daoist 
ritual scroll from Central Hunan. 
Photograph by author and Patrice 
Fara.
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ten of their family members also died one after the other. Someone who 
understood this said: “Th e piece of fl esh, that was the Great Year! A disas-
ter was about to happen, that is why there fi rst was the anomaly of the ra-
diance.”109

Th e lethal impact of the Great Year is horrendous. Nonetheless stories 
about the Great Year embodied under the earth as a ball of fl esh, causing death 
to those who dig him up, are usually much more violent still. Yuan Haowen 
provides two other accounts in which the Great Year strikes with awesome 
vengeance when people transgress the taboos of the earth: when the Great 
Year is disregarded during the construction of a  house, strange objects are 
unearthed that kill more than ten family members, ten  horses, and forty 
cows; the same collection contains a story in which a ball of fl esh is un-
earthed and determined to be the Great Year, subsequently causing an un-
specifi ed number of people and cattle to die.110 Both these stories state that 
the Great Year kills when the “prohibitions of the earth” (tujin) are trans-
gressed ( fan). In a broader sense these earthly taboos apply to all objects that 
are erected on the earth: if a tree is wantonly felled, the construction sites 
that use this timber become places where fatal forces take possession of the 
off enders; when the taboos of the calendar are disregarded, humans may be 
poisoned by “ferocious killing airs” (xiongsha) when they build  houses.111 
Th ey need ritual specialists to help prevent encounters with killing airs. As 
Ōfuchi Ninji shows, these specialists too belong to the class of martial ritual-
ists who perform in the vernacular language.112

At least as early as the twelfth century the Great Year is known as a 
divinity served in temples by local ritualists who enact martial methods. 
Hong Mai (1123– 1202) rec ords a case of a local offi  cial who sets out to inves-
tigate an outburst of an epidemic disease that is linked to a shrine of the “Ef-
fi cacious Lord of the Great Year” (Taisui Lingjun).113 Upon arrival at the 
shrine— which is, signifi cantly, located at the rear of a temple for the Eastern 
Peak— the offi  cial fi nds that the statue of the Effi  cacious Lord with the royal 
headgear of an aristocrat is fl anked by several other statues in battle postures. 
When asked who these attendants are, one of the temple shamans explains 
that they are “the gods of the Plague Offi  ce” (wensishen). In this case the 
Great Year is conceived as a royal lord of martial gods who work to spread 
diseases. Th e importance of this record lies in the way it allows us to connect 
the narrative about prince Yin Jiao in the Plain Tale with the repre sen ta tion 
of Yin Jiao as army commander in ritual manuals, and it is the fi rst glimpse 
of his connection to the Eastern Peak. Apparently this manifestation of the 
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Great Year was not the nondescript ball of fl esh that literati anecdotes de-
scribe but a martial god who is venerated by local ritualists and controlled 
within the precincts of a Daoist sanctuary.

In the ritual texts associated with the ritualists who order him, he appears 
to be known especially for “pacifying and anchoring” (anzhen) the earth and 
driving away the “killing airs” (sha) before the earth needs to be opened (qitu) 
for construction projects such as the building of  houses. His primary mode 
of operation is that of army commander. Th e “Great Method” by Peng Yuan-
tai formulates the skills of Yin Jiao as “suppressing the Spirits of Killing Airs, 
and subduing the Plague Division.”114 Th e ritual method is intimately tied to 
the Five Quarters: Yin Jiao literally clears the air when some person has un-
wittingly transgressed a taboo regarding the Five Quarters and the planets 
associated with them.

In Yuan Haowen’s stories about the Great Year’s vengeance the danger 
that emerges from the earth is presented as lethal on a large scale; similarly 
one of Yin Jiao’s ritual manuals uses the statistics of grand numbers to express 
the fatal forces of the earth: “Th e Celestial Master has said: Whenever people 
do construction work, eight or nine out of ten of those who run into a trans-
gression of taboos will die. . . .  In cases when people contract diseases by 
transgressing the soil, herbs cannot cure them.”115 Th e solution off ered in this 
text to prevent transgressions— or at least their terrible eff ects— is as basic as 
it is telling: the Five Quarters of the earth need to be put in order. Yin Jiao, 
the Terrestrial Superintendent, is one of the divinities entrusted with carry-
ing out this bureaucratic responsibility.

To control Yin Jiao, then, means controlling the dangers of the earth; it 
means to control the Great Year. Th is is no doubt why the method of Yin Jiao 
has remained pop u lar among Daoist ritualists throughout the late imperial 
age and into modernity.116 With the very fi rst ritual segment described in Yin 
Jiao’s “Great Method” of the thirteenth century, an incantation, command is 
established over Yin Jiao.117 With it he can be ordered to take the lead in the 
exorcistic battles of the ritual master, assisted by the “spirits of sickness and 
poison” that are stationed in the Five Quarters, alongside the spirits that be-
long to the territorial cult with its “armies of blood- eaters.” Th e battlefi eld 
Yin Jiao enters is thus populated not by the great armies of divine warriors 
but by the plague- spreading spirits of the local territory. Th is incantation 
shows the Five Quarters in their martial manifestation of bloodthirsty war-
riors that are under the command of Yin Jiao.

Th e rhetoric of the threat uttered in this spell for spirits who refuse to 
cooperate—“Th ose who dare resist and rebel, you will be beheaded and your 
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head exposed”118— is similar to the threat that is uttered in the Plain Tale to 
make King Zhòu and his cronies comply before they are beheaded: “If you 
cooperate then you will live, if you don’t cooperate you will die.” It shows 
that the engagement with demons in the ritual area of the Daoist, called a 
“space for [martial] ritual” ( fachang), corresponds to the engagement of King 
Wu with King Zhòu in the “space for the law” or “court of justice” that the 
Plain Tale describes. Obviously these two notions are not so diff erent after 
all.119 Indeed during the present- day fachang ritual in northern Taiwan, 
priests say that during this exorcism that is executed by the troops of the Five 
Quarters, “the heads of demons fall by the thousands.”120

While the primary domain of Yin Jiao’s battles is defi ned within the pe-
rimeters of the territorial cult, this does not mean that his methods of opera-
tion are entirely derived from the local ground. At other instances the Five 
Quarters are defi ned as abstract concepts of space that are ordered by means 
of arraying Five Writs. Th e term used in a second spell is “pacifi cation and 
anchoring” (anzhen).121 What the manual purports to achieve  here is a peace-
ful order of the Five Quarters, based on abstract principles from beyond the 
locality. While the narrative of Yin Jiao’s martial powers is relevant in the fi rst 
of these two spells, the second spell operates on a level that lies outside the 
realm of vernacular histories; it refers to classical scriptures such as the Lao 
Zi. Th at is, it is an attempt to fi t the peculiar powers of the locality within a 
framework that is neither local nor historical but universal. It is one of the 
signature traits of Daoist ritual.

But back to the local soil. Yin Jiao operates not just in the two basic 
spheres described earlier, either in abstract frameworks or in the much smaller 
realm of the village territory. His command over the Five Quarters is exerted 
even among the smallest of units that count as social space: the  house. A 
fourteenth- century manual entitled Secret Method of the Year Star includes a 
talisman for pacifying the Five Quarters of the earth.122 It envisions the spa-
tial unit of the single  house as a site inhabited by confi gurations of fi ve di-
vinities: “With this written command I report,  here at the  house hold of so- 
and- so, to the Earth- Dukes and Earth- Mothers of the Five Soils of the Five 
Quarters, as well as to the Dragon Kings who anchor the residences in the Five 
Quarters.”123  Here too the dangers that are latent in the local earth are called 
to order, including the “stale emanations of dormant corpses” ( fushi guqi) 
and all the “deviant essences” ( yaojing).  Here too these forces need to be “an-
chored” by Yin Jiao. All this is phrased in almost the same language as the 
Yuan hagiography that narrates the dangerous earth spirits alongside Zhao 
Gongming, who are domesticated by the Celestial Master.
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Although both Yin Jiao and Zhao Gongming are capable of much more 
than ordering the spirits of the Five Quarters, they are inextricably associated 
with these practices of pacifying the barbarian armies of the wild earth. Th e 
position of both these divinities is near the upper echelons of the martial 
bureaucracy of the gods, but they operate within the framework of territorial 
communities. Th ey control the lower spirits of the earth and lead them to 
battle when there are threats to be confronted. In the hands of ritualists who 
can invoke their presence on their local altars, the troops led by Yin Jiao or 
Zhao Gongming constitute a disciplinary force that imposes the order of the 
highest gods— an order that, as Daoists would claim, is the order of the Dao.

In the next two chapters I explore the very trajectory that terrestrial gods 
have traversed between their limited and localized origins of unruly spirit 
and their appearance in comprehensive and standardized formations in Can-
onization. Th ere the formation of a pantheon corresponds exactly to the reli-
gious landscape as it changed between Plain Tale and Canonization. It is a 
history largely told by rec ords in imperial histories and legal codes, local 
gazetteers and temple epigraphy, as well as ritual manuals and material cul-
ture. It is a history of how religion and its narratives are at the core of soci-
ety and its institutions. Th e next chapter reassembles the bodies to which 
the religious narratives have been attached— social, institutional, and very 
mortally physical.
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From Territorial Cult to Liturgical Network

Th e local cult, with its endless reserve of earthly spirits, is too powerful to 
ignore by those who seek territorial power. Yet only a few scholars have recog-
nized this form of social or ga ni za tion as important for the formation of larger 
social and religious structures. Barend Ter Haar suggests that sacrifi cial festi-
vals in late imperial China serve to reconfi rm the link of local communities 
“to the ritual centre” constituted by temple cults, thereby reconfi rming “the 
cohesion of the territory and its people.”1 Beyond the link of village or other 
small- scale territorial groups to local temples, Ter Haar fi nds that the ritual 
centers of localities are further connected within broader “socio- ritual hierar-
chies.” Th ese often supraregional complexes seem to be similar in nature to 
the concept of a Daoist liturgical structure originally formulated by Schip-
per. Without generally stressing the Daoist dimensions of this structure, Ter 
Haar nonetheless situates one par tic u lar Daoist cult at the center of many 
local religious networks to which communities “ritually subordinated them-
selves,” namely that of the Emperor of the Eastern Peak.2 Th is deity stands 
“at the apex of a huge Daoist bureaucracy which controlled all aspects of life 
and death. From it, exorcist priests recruited their spirit generals.”3 It is this 
deity to which other (local and supraregional) divinities are connected dur-
ing festivals, along with the communities that worship them.

Richard Von Glahn too insists on the need to understand temple hierar-
chies in the Yangzi River delta as an indication of the larger so cio log i cal dy-
namics that constitute regional networks. Focusing on the Eastern Peak as 
well, he states that the cults to local earth gods of villages in the countryside 
 were “enmeshed in larger networks of affi  liation and subordination centered 
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on the sovereign cults of the towns, especially that of the Dongyue [Eastern 
Peak].”4 Th e category Von Glahn refers to as “sovereign cults” mainly com-
prises three divinities: Eastern Peak, Dark Emperor, and Jade Emperor.5 He 
focuses more explicitly on the Eastern Peak as one node in a temple hierarchy 
with higher gods like the Jade Emperor and Dark Emperor above him, and 
with City Gods and Earth Gods below him. He refers to this “divine hierar-
chy” as “an attribute of the Taoist religion.”6

In this chapter I argue that late imperial territorial cults since thirteenth- 
century Jiangnan— and much of southern China more broadly— consciously 
tap into the powers of larger social and religious networks, especially the ele-
ments of the “divine hierarchy” described by Von Glahn. Supplementing his 
theory, I argue that the crucial aspect to understand about the way these 
networks are constructed is ritual. It is this combination of social and ritual 
dynamics that Schipper’s “liturgical structure” and Ter Haar’s “socio- ritual 
hierarchy” convey; at the core of these networks are temples, with their gods 
and religious communities but also the liturgies they represent and the ritual-
ists that produce them. Th at is, although local temples and their gods may be 
hailed most prominently as divine representatives of a community that be-
longs to a par tic u lar locality, they are presumably not situated in a religious 
vacuum; they are embedded in the practices and narratives of local ritualists 
who invoke these gods or otherwise address them through ritual formats. 
During the encounter of a local religious cult with larger socioritual hierar-
chies it is not just the community of worshipers who fi nd themselves ritually 
subordinated within a broader network; religious professionals come along 
with them, bringing their rituals and narratives.

One important way Daoist ritualists form these networks is by trans-
forming lowly spirits of the local earth and enlisting them into the armies of 
spirit soldiers that are commanded by martial gods. Th us unruly spirits are 
contained within a disciplined environment and controlled by higher divini-
ties. After analyzing the liturgical channels through which these spirit sol-
diers are transformed, I argue that there are signifi cant overlaps between the 
invisible armies of spirit soldiers that ritualists may invoke to execute their 
exorcisms and the visible armies of the living. Indeed local militias and impe-
rial armies draw on the same reservoir of divine power. In a general sense, then, 
the liturgical networks described in this chapter are conceived as exorcist 
structures that off er territorial protection— by physically tangible means no 
less than by the miraculous powers of gods.

Th is connection between spirit soldiers and local militias is the reason 
that in late imperial China various ideologies are competing for control over 
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these powers and the institutions that embody them. To the Mongol rulers of 
the Yuan dynasty (1278– 1368) the territorial cult is a threat that requires the 
repeated stipulation of prohibitions: local leaders are punished for or ga niz ing 
communal festivals in honor of their gods and for staging theatrical per for-
mances that narrate the glorious deeds of these gods. Th e Yuan try to sup-
press the powers of the local soil. Daoists develop a diff erent approach, not 
one of suppression but one of co- optation. To them these terrestrial powers 
may be raw or uncivilized and require a pro cess of acculturation, yet ulti-
mately even the worst demon can be domesticated. In fact much of the ritual 
army of godlings in the ser vice of Daoist masters of the Yuan and afterward 
consists of domesticated demons who have been enlisted as divine warriors 
who can be invoked for deployment in exorcist battles.

In the fi rst section I analyze the vision of liturgical networks that is im-
plemented via Daoist ritual in order to assert control over the phantoms of 
the earth. My focus is on one par tic u lar type of ritual, “Th under Ritual” (leifa), 
which has been crucial in forging Daoist ties with “pop u lar religion” from 
the Southern Song onward, gaining visible prominence during the Yuan.7 In 
subsequent sections (and chapters) I relate this liturgical vision to a concrete 
hierarchy of Daoist temples and show the structural cohesion that is forged 
between these Daoist temples and the territorial cult. In the last section I 
map out some of the military institutions that are made to be a part of this 
cohesive network. All of this is necessary to show that the late Ming novel 
Canonization is largely written in reference to these same liturgical networks 
that bridge the perceived distance between the territorial cult of “pop u lar 
religion” and broader religious institutions such as Daoist temples.

Th e Daoist Vision of Order: Pacifying Local Disorders

Th at it is historically possible to think of territorial cults as constitutive elements 
of a broader religious structure is fi rst suggested by the discourse of Daoist rit-
ual. Liturgies from the twelfth through the fourteenth century have generally 
been articulated in reference to a much older divine hierarchy, with the territo-
rial cult as its lowest administrative unit.8 Known most commonly by his pop-
u lar epithet of “Sire Earth” (Tudi Gong; “Uncle Earth”), the offi  cial Daoist 
appellation of the local god of the earth is “Territorial Prefect” (Sheling). It is 
the solemn duty of this lowest divine bureaucrat to maintain the order that is 
embodied in the apparatus of celestial dignitaries whom he represents.9

In keeping with the managerial nature of his offi  ce, it is the Earth God’s 
responsibility to send reports to the higher celestial authorities on the behav-
ior of the spiritual forces present in the region under his purview, including 
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the deifi ed heroes that are worshiped locally. As Edward Davis has shown for 
the Song dynasty, the Territorial Prefect strictly reports to a hierarchy that is 
not just bureaucratic but judicial. If he is suspected of failure to perform this 
task, he may be summoned by Daoist priests for questioning and sometimes 
even “investigated under torture”;10 if the verdict is that he has indeed failed, 
the Earth God may be demoted or, in the most serious circumstances, severely 
punished by fl ogging or banishment.11 Th ese procedures are usually deemed 
enough to maintain a reasonably stable or ga ni za tion of the local gods that the 
Territorial Prefect surveys.

Yet not all the spirits of a locality are a priori willing to submit to this 
jurisdiction. While the Territorial Prefect and his territorial cult can nor-
mally keep the gods in local temples in line, it is the defi ning trait of a bane-
ful spirit that it does not obey any laws other than its own. Th e undomesti-
cated spirits of old trees and rocks, of hidden snakes, or of other powers of 
the wild that have been left to their own devices for too long are autonomous 
in principle. Th e older they are, the stronger they become, and therefore 
the greater is the threat they pose to the peace of a territorial community.12 
Some of the most noxious specters of the dark world can boast powers that a 
mere Territorial Prefect could never match. In those cases help needs to be 
asked from the higher echelons.

Th e local surveillance that the Territorial Prefect is expected to imple-
ment is not solely a matter of his bureaucratic eff orts. Th e divine offi  ceholders 
are greatly aided by the martial rituals that are developed by Daoists through-
out the Southern Song and Yuan. Th ese rituals are predominantly disciplinary 
in nature. Th at is to say, they intend to establish judicial control over the threats 
posed by the dark forces that inhabit the local soil. Th ey try to align the unat-
tended powers of the locality, such as the nameless spirits of objects or animals, 
with the divine law of a larger divine jurisdiction, headed by the Jade Emperor. 
Th e earliest of these local ritual traditions that was codifi ed in a written cor-
pus are the rituals of the Celestial Heart (Tianxin), originating in Jiangxi.13 
Th ey aim to cure what Schipper calls “illnesses caused by possession.”14 Th e 
Celestial Heart rituals may be the earliest articulation of the Daoist liturgical 
structure with the Eastern Peak as pivot between locality and celestial 
realm.15 But during the thirteenth and fourteenth century the martial Th un-
der Rituals eclipse the Celestial Heart rituals. In par tic u lar the methods of 
the Five Th unders (Wulei fa) are widely pop u lar and become a much coveted 
object of ritual prestige.16 Drawing on the divinized powers of thunder, these 
rituals function as the instruments for a military or police force in the hands 
of “ritual masters” ( fashi). Th is term denotes the practitioners of vernacular 
ritual, described in chapter 2. Th ey function as adjudicators who strive to 
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enforce celestial laws, as is implied by their other common epithet, “ritual 
offi  cials” ( faguan) or “judicial offi  cials.”17 Th under Ritual, then, is increas-
ingly used for punishing the illicit acts of spirits who take possession of 
 people and to compel these anonymous and autonomous essences either to 
submit to the celestial jurisdiction or to face annihilation. Th e judicial aspect 
of these martial rituals is so well developed that one might be tempted to 
gloss the term fa as “martial law.”18

Judith Boltz has shown that there is more to the offi  cial titles of ritual 
masters than a mere analogy with the imperial bureaucracy; many ritual 
masters are known simultaneously as actual offi  cials. According to her fi nd-
ings, many bureaucrats would acquire a certain degree of mastery over these 
rituals, giving rise to “a new breed of offi  ceholder cum exorcist.”19 Signifi cant 
for our general understanding of these rituals as martial law, Boltz provides 
several examples of military offi  cials who  were well versed in the two strands 
of ritual, the rites of the Celestial Heart and the Th under Rites.20 Th is phe-
nomenon opens up the way for a relationship between exorcism and military 
power that is closer than one might imagine.

Very generally speaking, the fi rst application of Th under Ritual is in the 
battle against spirits who disrupt the human order. A substantial portion of 
these disorders express themselves through mad fi ts of individual possession. 
In what might be considered a veritable epidemic, stories proliferate in the 
Song and Yuan about men and women who are possessed by spirits. Whether 
a disorder is physical, mental, or even atmospheric, prime suspects always 
include some unruly ghost.21 Increasingly experts of Th under Ritual are 
called on to pacify these ghosts and thereby cure the disorder. As we will see, 
it is on this very basic level of ritual engagement with possessive spirits that 
Th under Ritual is credited with many victories. Recall that it is this phenom-
enon of involuntary possession (by a fox spirit) that informs the skeletal plot 
in the two late imperial versions of “King Wu’s Conquest” and that the pos-
session is ended by a ferocious Daoist divinity with ties to the Th under Divi-
sion, Marshal Yin Jiao.

At least since the early thirteenth century the major celestial organ re-
sponsible for the disciplining of noxious spirits within the Daoist jurisdiction 
is the “Th under Inspectorate” (Leiting Dusi).22 Th is inspectorate reports 
directly to the Dark Emperor.23 It is designed to search for deviant spirits 
that cause disorders in local societies, to subsequently interrogate them, and, 
when they are found culpable, to castigate them for their misbehavior. Th e 
procedures leading up to the fi nal confrontation between the ritualist and 
the disorderly entity are pervaded by an aggressive rhetoric: if the spirit re-
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fuses to cooperate, it will be liquidated by the Th under Inspectorate. Espe-
cially in stories about possessed men and (more often) women of the Song 
and Yuan, spirits are frequently said to be annihilated by the ritualists who 
attack them.

But this very threat of annihilation of spirits who refuse to abandon their 
autonomy also implies the more constructive option of subjugation. Although 
the assassination of unruly spirits by Th under Ritual is most avidly described 
in anecdotal literature, Daoist ritual manuals describe a much more nuanced 
pro cess of engagement with the dark powers of the earth: baneful spirits may 
live if they swear an oath of loyalty to the exorcist.24 Subsequently the Th un-
der Inspectorate absorbs them into the armies of the Th under Division 
(Leibu). Indeed while the Th under Inspectorate is reputed for its imposition 
of legal regulations in order to enforce the correct behavior of spiritual pow-
ers,25 it also functions as a veritable enlistment offi  ce. And just like soldiers in 
the world of commoners, these soldiers of thunder may also make a career 
within their or ga ni za tion: they may be promoted into the higher echelons of 
the celestial offi  ces.

Some climb the ladder of success to an impressive status, such as Deng 
Bowen, who heads the Th under Division that is deifi ed in Canonization. 
Th is god originates in southern Henan as a meat- eating god with the rank of 
general,26 has been given the title of marshal with his own sacred precincts 
on Mt. Wudang by the late twelfth century,27 and ends up as a Celestial Lord 
(Tianjun) from the thirteenth century onward.28 He leads the troops of the 
Th under Division on exorcist tours through the empire and ultimately fi g-
ures as a protagonist in other late Ming novels besides Canonization.29 Like 
Yin Jiao and Li Nezha, he wears a red apron that leaves most of his body 
uncovered.

Several cases of exorcists who apply Th under Ritual allow us to map out 
the operations of Th under Ritualists as agents within that Daoist vision of a 
liturgical order. Rec ords frequently specify that Daoists have mastered two 
kinds of ritual, the martial fa and the civil ke. Th is distinction is often referred 
to respectively as “vernacular” and “classical” and has been well described in 
terms of diff erences of language, attire, music, and bodily movement.30 Late 
imperial sources confi rm that martial rituals in the vernacular language are 
performed by ritualists who operate barefoot, commonly wear a red bandana 
wrapped around their head, blow an ox horn, and hold a sword, axe, or other 
weapon. An important diff erence between martial and civil ritual pertains to 
the gods it addresses and the hierarchy it expresses: martial rituals aim to 
have the priest assert command over demonic spirits who are associated with 
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the earth, while civil rituals articulate the priest as a civil servant in the di-
vine bureaucracy of Heaven.

Th e distinction is often visible in the language used to refer to the rituals 
performed. Th e civil, classical ritual corpus would include comprehensive 
(and relatively standardized) liturgies such as for jiao off erings or zhai re-
treats; these may be said to form the civil rites of a Daoist bureaucracy. Th e 
martial rituals such as the exorcisms that deploy Th under Gods are less stan-
dardized and often revolve around gods with distinct origins in par tic u lar 
localities. Th e cross- fertilization of Daoist ritual with local ritual takes place 
predominantly in the realm of martial ritual; it is the fi rst indication of the 
habit of combining transregional liturgies of classical Daoism with vernacu-
lar rituals of local masters. Among the fi rst signs that martial Th under Ritual 
has become absorbed by mainstream Daoism is the exorcism at the salt pond 
in Xiezhou (Shanxi) during the early 1100s, when the thirtieth Celestial 
Master deploys the Th ree Kingdoms hero Guan Yu by means of Th under 
Ritual.31 Similarly the thirty- fi fth Celestial Master performs the exorcism of 
a great white snake in 1230, using talismans to summon thunder.32 From the 
thirteenth century onward, as we will see, this absorption of martial ritual 
within Daoism is commonplace.

Let us fi rst turn to a detailed record of a now less famous priest who has 
mastered both the classical and the vernacular types of ritual. It describes a 
man from the city of Changsha in Hunan named Zhang Yuanying. Th e record 
tells us that he had learned the “Dao and its Rituals” (daofa; or perhaps the 
“Laws of the Dao”) around the Jingding reign (1260– 1264) to become 
known as a “Daoist master” (daoshi).33 Th e record also says that he performed 
a Yellow Register off ering, a classical ritual for the dead that is the common 
stock of Daoists. It is during this Yellow Register off ering that Zhang Yuan-
ying shows his command over the gods by releasing a person from possession 
by an insubordinate altar god.

Crucially a record in another source reveals that the gods he commands 
include the Gods of Th under and that they are deployed to attack very local-
ized spirits such as those that take possession of trees— or people.

At one time [Zhang Yuanying] went praying for rain in the countryside, 
but there was no response at the appointed time [for rain to fall]. Suddenly 
there was a spirit who took possession of someone, saying: “It is the prod-
igy of a camphor tree in Shuinan that hampers the rain.” When Zhang 
Yuanying faced the sky, shouting [his orders] at the Th under Gods, in no 
time the tree gave a thunderclap, and a saturating rain fell abundantly. Th e 
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next day there  were some who came from Shuinan, saying: “Th under’s fi re 
burnt that camphor tree yesterday!”34

Th is ritual deployment of Th under Gods is thus at once a ritual for producing 
rain and the exorcism of a bewitched tree, possibly the kind of sacred tree 
that would serve as an altar for the Earth God in so many localities. Such 
cases of spirit possession form the major battle scene where the gods of the 
Th under Division are deployed. Whether the possessed objects are rocks, 
trees, statues, or people, rec ords abound with noxious spirits that cause mala-
dies to the living.

Similar rituals are performed at the Mongol court around the same 
time. A certain Daoist master Chen Kefu (hao “Th under Valley”; Leigu) is 
not only known for his accomplished rituals of zhai and jiao but has also 
specifi cally mastered the technique of “summoning thunder” (zhaolei).35 
When Kublai Khan learns that Chen Kefu has successfully ended a local 
drought in 1272, he calls him to court to cure his foot ailment. When the 
astonished emperor fi nds his foot cured, he asks Chen Kefu to display more 
of his skills. He orders him to stop the wind, pray for snow, and so on. Im-
pressed, the emperor orders the Daoist to follow him on his military tours of 
inspection for several de cades.36 Chen Kefu is one of the earliest known 
Daoists whose profi ciency in Th under Ritual brings him an appointment in 
the entourage of the emperor; he is succeeded by many others in the Ming, 
who have more explicitly military tasks (see chapters 4 and 5). Like Zhang 
Yuanying, Chen Kefu practices both the classical ceremonies of the Dao and 
the martial “laws” of Th under. Th is bespeaks the complex ways in which ver-
nacular ritual traditions are made to accompany broader Daoist liturgies— or, 
of course, the other way around: Daoist liturgies that are mastered by ver-
nacular ritualists.

Th e symptomatic appearance of spiritual disorders that Th under Ritual 
claims to cure is possession, most generally indicated as sui. Th is term de-
notes the involuntary and maddening kind of possession, as opposed to the 
voluntary trance possession of spirit mediums. Th e possessing entities can be 
as vague as a “thing” (wu), although in most cases ritual professionals reveal 
these “things” to be animal spirits. Most commonly these animal spirits are 
monkeys, foxes, or snakes, but many varieties are known. In keeping with the 
spirits that cause droughts, these animals are usually thought to reside in 
crevices of the earth or other spaces fi lled with darkness, such as caves (mon-
keys), burrows or old tombs (foxes), hollow trees (snakes), holes (rats), or deep 
waters (dragons and other aquatic beings). It is striking that many cases of 



106 Chapter 3

possession are recorded for women who are about to marry into a new family; 
these cases are so widespread that it almost looks like a standardized form of 
cultural behavior: female re sis tance by means of madness. In this regard it is 
useful to bear in mind that the Plain Tale of the 1320s also revolves around a 
case of possession of a woman who is possessed by a fox spirit shortly before 
she marries.

Aside from animal spirits, the other category of beings targeted by Th un-
der Ritualists also has a connection with the earth: spirits that cause disease 
without necessarily taking possession of their victims. As we saw in chapter 
2, these spirits may be anonymous inhabitants of the earth, such as the lin-
gering spirits of dormant corpses, the revenant spirits of those who are some-
how excluded from the ancestral cult, or any other spiritual presence that 
inhabits the dark spaces underneath the earth. Th e spirits of sickness may 
also be constituted by the “killing airs” that are latent in all aspects of the 
universe and that appear when their peace is disturbed. What ever their prov-
enance, this category is frequently accused of being “pesterous demons” 
(ligui), vengeful demons that cause disease or that otherwise haunt the living.

Stories about Daoist encounters with pesterous demons and other nox-
ious spirits are ubiquitous since the Southern Song37 and continue through 
the Yuan. Consider the example of a Daoist lineage from Anhui, whose ritual 
achievements are recorded in a local gazetteer from the Ming. Th ree genera-
tions are covered: the Th ree Masters Li, all from Wuyuan County (Anhui). 
Th e fi rst of the practitioners, Li Yulin (1254– 1320), is said to have roamed 
about in the region of Jiangnan, visiting no fewer than eighty- three Daoist 
masters before the mid-1280s. But it is not until he meets an “extraordinary 
person” at the Lingshun Temple (Lingshun miao) in Wuyuan that he com-
mences his profession of local ritualist. Th is temple is none other than the 
center for worship of that famous pentad of divinities known as the “Five 
Penetrations.”

It turns out that the “extraordinary person” has Daoist leanings, as he 
presents Li Yulin with the Scripture of the Jade Emperor (Yuhuang jing) as well 
as with the Daoist “true writs and talismans” that the author of the account 
considers as initiation into Daoist practice. It is precisely around that time, in 
1286, that his fame as an effi  cacious master spreads. From then on he is 
known to regularly set up “thunder altars” (Leitan) from which he sends out 
thunder to rid his patients— mostly women— of the phantoms that torment 
their souls. He employs thunder to unveil these “delusions” as animal spir-
its who are not under anyone’s purview and who have the liberty to possess 
whomever they want whenever they want. Th e following are three cases: 
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one in which Li Yulin pacifi es overly active local dragons by “anchoring” 
(zhen) the territories in which they reside, one in which he kills snake spir-
its by thunder, and one per for mance of Th under Ritual to exorcize a moun-
tain specter.

In the autumn of the year 1316 there was a tremendous outburst of thun-
der and rain. Th e earth swelled and mountains crumbled, destroying the 
habitat of the people:  houses  were washed away, corpses fl oated around. 
Th ere  were massive amounts of such cases near and far. But in the places 
that [Li Yulin] anchored with his Iron Missives, the scaly dragons sub-
merged and disappeared, causing no more damage. Th e people then found 
peace.

In Qiaoling of Fuliang County, there was a case of crazy possession, 
bewitching Mme. Wang. It was Li Yulin who mobilized Th under. Among 
the cliff s, on a big boulder of fi ve zhang tall, he killed two snake spirits 
with his attack.

In Landu of Xiuning County, a mountain specter bewitched the young 
Chen. Every day he off ered a pig’s head to the specter, whereupon it would 
manifest itself to receive the sacrifi ce. Without the slightest scruple or fear, 
Li Yulin off ered him his talismanic writing to send the Fire of Th under, 
after which [the specter] was destroyed by incineration.38

Li Yulin’s fi rst act is indeed an exorcism by means of “anchoring,” exactly in 
the sense that Yin Jiao’s rituals are said to work in relation to the earth. Of 
course Li Yulin operates in a diff erent region than the homeland of Yin Jiao’s 
rituals. We may therefore assume that his rituals of anchoring draw on di-
vinities other than Yin Jiao. Th e record relates an exorcism twenty years later, 
in 1336, when a god named “Marshal Wen” (Wen shuai) is invoked. Sure 
enough, this martial divinity, with origins in Wenzhou, is known from ritual 
manuals as a commander of “terrestrial spirits” and among the most feared 
agents of the Eastern Peak.39

On the  whole these three cases— not just the pacifi cation of dragons but 
also the exorcism of snake spirits and the exorcism of a mountain specter— 
are only a small minority of the total amount of successful rituals that con-
tribute to the fame of Li Yulin, his eldest son, Li Fudao (1280– 1331), and his 
grandson Li Zhenyou (1311– 1371). Th e Th under Rituals of the masters in 
this lineage are used to exorcise several more snake spirits, a few monkey 
spirits, a well spirit (all nameless spirits without allegiance to any community 
or institution), and they carry out several requests for rain prayers. Th eir cli-
entele consists of individuals, communities, and, again, offi  cials.
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Almost all of the nearly twenty- fi ve cases described in the account of the 
Li lineage are cases of unruly local spirits that manifest themselves to indi-
viduals or local communities. Only the occasions for some of the rain prayers 
are not further explained. Several of the rituals are done by anchoring the 
earth. Th ere can be no doubt that the rituals Li Yulin received in the temple 
of the Five Penetrations are formulated similarly to those in which Yin Jiao 
anchors the earth.

One other contemporaneous lineage record corroborates that the most 
common objects of Daoist martial rituals such as the Th under tradition prac-
ticed by the middle of the Yuan are nameless animal spirits (again, without 
communal or institutional affi  liation) and occasions of drought. Th e range 
of clientele described for the Lis is also typical for other Daoists of that time. 
Consider the example of Mo Yueding (“Lunar Cauldron” Mo, 1226– 1293), 
who is venerated as a patriarch within one par tic u lar lineage of Th under 
Ritualists. His biography (written by the fi rst court historian of the Ming) 
rec ords several of the events that occur between 1258 and 1290, after his 
initiation in Th under Ritual.

In the year 1258, when there occurred a great drought in the eastern part of 
Zhejiang, Ma Tingluan (1222– 1289) was magistrate of Shaoxing and in-
vited Yueding over. Yueding set up his altar space, and, with angry eyes 
and holding his sword, he called upon the Th under Gods to serve him. 
Suddenly heaven and earth darkened. A thunderclap was heard and rain 
poured down. . . .  

A cake seller stored his cakes in a bamboo chest, but from time to time 
they  were stolen by some “thing.” Yueding summoned Th under rumbling 
from the clouds and the decapitated head of a monkey was cast before him.

A market offi  cer was going to marry a woman. On the road she was 
possessed by the spirit of a white gibbon, so when the cortege arrived at his 
mansion the chariot was empty. Yueding performed the Steps of Yu as if he 
 were commanding troops. Suddenly a freak storm occurred, blowing the 
woman back to her abode. When Yueding interrogated her, she answered: 
“Just a moment ago I was at the Northern Peak, how did I get  here?”40

Just like the ritual dealings of Zhang Yuanying from Hunan, Chen Kefu from 
Zhejiang, and Li Yulin and his successive heirs from Anhui, Mo Yueding’s ac-
tivities as a Th under Ritualist in Jiangsu revolve around occurrences of droughts 
and possessions by the spirits of untamed beasts— a monkey and a white gib-
bon. And just like Li Yulin in Anhui, the story goes on to say, Mo Yueding is 
invited by individuals, local offi  cials, and ultimately the court of Kublai Khan.



 Demonic Warfare during the Yuan  109

Th e Th under God invoked by Mo Yueding is neither Yin Jiao nor Marshal 
Wen. Mo Yueding relies on the powers of another martial divinity, Zhang Yuan-
bo. Th is divinity is the commander over his own pentad of gods.41 As was true 
of the Th under Division’s commanding offi  cer, Marshal Deng Bowen, and 
Marshal Wen, Zhang Yuanbo started out as a dangerous, demonic god with 
links to a specifi c geo graph i cal region (Runan, Henan).42 What we thus start to 
see is the proliferation of originally local, martial divinities in ritual expeditions 
against (other) baneful spirits. Far beyond their geo graph i cal roots, they aim at 
pacifying the nameless, unruly spirits of local society.

All these descriptions are recorded in biographical sketches written by 
outsiders. Th e plot thickens once we take into account the motivation behind 
these liturgies as formulated by insiders. What comes to the fore is the mutu-
ally constitutive relationship of Daoist liturgies and local rituals.

Th e Daoist Construction of Order: Liturgies 
and Temples

While surely dramatized and exaggerated in some ways, the outsider ac-
counts about Li Yulin’s lineage and those about Mo Yueding can be situated 
within the abundant production of texts that describe “therapeutic and exor-
cistic” rituals between the twelfth and fourteenth century, particularly Th un-
der Ritual.43 Th anks to the hundreds of Daoist manuals that record the pro-
cedures and teleology at work in these rituals, we can considerably enrich the 
picture of the dynamics to which the local problem of unruly spirits is sub-
jected. Th ese manuals show the fundamental position accorded to the vision 
of order described in the previous section: lowly, local spirits whose threat is 
averted by absorbing them into larger liturgical structures.

From the Southern Song through the Yuan and into the fi rst part of the 
Ming dynasty, Th under Rituals spread from their core regions in Guang-
dong, Hunan, Jiangxi, Zhejiang, and Fujian into many parts of the Chinese 
empire.44 Much better known than Zhang Yuanying and Chen Kefu, several 
Daoists from the twelfth and thirteenth century have left writings that off er 
insights into the workings of Th under Ritual and related methods. Aside 
from well- known Daoists such as Mo Yueding, rec ords celebrate the founda-
tional fi gure of Bo Yuchan (“White Jade Toad”; fl . 1194– 1229). Th e working 
terrain of this eminent Daoist master includes southern Huguang (especially 
the island of Hainan) as well as his native Fujian. Another famous Daoist 
whose infl uence is felt during the same period is Huang Shunshen (1224– ca. 
1286).45 He is known to have operated in Fujian and Guangxi.
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Th e ritual methods associated with these Daoists— and many more— are 
recorded in two large liturgical compendia with manuals that cover the pe-
riod from the Southern Song to the early Ming: the Unifi ed Origins of the 
Dao and Its Rituals (Daofa huiyuan) and the Forgotten Gems from the Sea of 
Rituals (Fahai yizhu). Consistent with the Th under Rituals, the texts in these 
two compendia share a variegated regional provenance. Boltz observes, “Th e 
vast majority of texts in the Unifi ed Origins are Th under Rites of almost every 
regional variety imaginable.”46 In diff erent ways all these rituals make a case 
(most implicitly, but some explicitly) for the relationship that exists between 
local spiritual powers and their origins in the one transcendental source of 
power: the Dao. Th e fi rst text of the Unifi ed Origins revolves around the ex-
plicit argument that local methods are always embodiments of the universal 
Dao. It clears the way for the notion that local oddities are not in need of 
eradication but can be reincorporated into the “unifi ed origins” of Daoist 
liturgy. Th is certainly is applied to the enlistment of local spirits into the divine 
task force that protects and supports the Dao.

Th e theological underpinnings of these Unifi ed Origins are probably 
quite old. Th e principle that allows for all these diff erent gods to fi t into the 
same structure is represented by the divine ancestor Pan Gu and the primor-
dial forces he embodies.47 Although the popularity of the specifi c tradition of 
“Pan Gu rituals” (Pan Gu fa) is lamented by Bo Yuchan as one of the many 
vernacular traditions among the martial ritualists that he labels “shamans” 
(wu), the importance of the primordial forces that this divinity anthropo-
morphically represents cannot be underestimated.48 In fact although Bo 
seems to decry the “Pan Gu rituals,” he nonetheless eulogizes the unifi ed ori-
gins of all rituals in a song of praise called “Song on the Unity to Which All 
Rituals Revert.”49 What seems to matter to Bo is that the shamans represent 
primordial unity in anthropomorphic form whereas he believes that the ulti-
mate source cannot be discursively respresented.

Yet the abstract unity to which Bo refers is not an entirely incomprehen-
sible aff air. Many manuals for Th under Ritual explain that there exists a fi rm 
cosmological kinship of all spiritual essences with the primordial  union of all 
being: all demons, gods, and other spirits that are commonly worshiped in 
temples merely are derivatives of the primordial breath of the cosmos con-
tained within hundun. Th is term, referring to the hodgepodge of pure ener-
gies that exists at the beginning of the cosmic cycle of life and death, is 
posited by many ritualists as a unifying principle for connecting the spirits of 
local communities with the liturgical structure of Daoism. It is a term that 
marks an early stage in the development of the cosmos, a stage that follows 
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immediately after the dynamics of the Dao have started to coalesce, from the 
stage before the existence of the universe (nonbeing) into the stage of unifi ed 
existence (being). As a unifi ed totality of cosmic essences, hundun is also re-
ferred to as the “Unifi ed Breath” (Yi Qi) or “Totality of Breaths.” Specifi cally 
this unifi ed totality of cosmic breaths is classifi ed as the “Totality of Breaths 
from Before [the birth of] the Cosmos” (Xiantian Yi Qi), “Totality of Breaths 
from the Murky Origin” (Hunyuan Yi Qi), and other appellations. It is from 
the diff erentiation into distinct entities (beings, objects) that the world in all 
its myriad forms has emerged. Local gods similarly are fragments of that 
primordial diff erentiation. Daoist liturgy is based on this connection with 
the “One Breath.”

Consider the example of a second- generation disciple of Mo Yueding, 
Zhang Shanyuan (fl . 1280– 1302). In a document entitled Treatise of the Pri-
mordial Aspects of Th under (Leiting Xuanlun), several treatises by diff erent 
authors attempt to tackle the problem of local diff erence in relation to cosmic 
unity.50 Zhang Shanyuan explains the theory in his Treatise of the Interrela-
tionship of the Myriad Ritual Methods (Wanfa Tonglun). In it he explains that 
all ritual methods draw on the same “Totality of Breaths from Before the 
Cosmos,” and he works out a theory that posits the tradition of the Five Th un-
ders as being endowed with these pivotal essences of the cosmos. According to 
Zhang, all the minor as well as major ritual methods fi t into this scheme.

Other texts from the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century convey 
similar ideas. Th e Hidden Book of Th under’s Crystallization before the Cosmos 
(Xiantian Leijing yinshu) posits, “If one wants to understand the substance 
and application of Th underclap, one must fi rst grasp the principle that all the 
myriad rituals hark back to the Totality [of primordial energies].”51 From 
these Yuan dynasty treatises it becomes clear that the attribution of local 
methods to shared provenance from a universal source is used as a unifying 
framework for Daoist ritual. Similarly the local gods associated with par tic-
u lar ritual traditions (such as Yin Jiao, Marshal Wen, or Zhang Yuanbo) are 
made to fi t into this cosmology. Locality is associated with universality but 
not displaced by it.

One of the oldest scriptures in the Unifi ed Origins is the “Effi  cacious 
Writs of the Jade Pivot, Great Method of Five Th under, from the Jade Court 
of Upper Purity.”52 It details the composition of the arsenal of local forces 
that the Territorial Prefect purveys, as well as the larger hierarchy to which he 
reports. As the scripture belongs to the exorcist methods of the Five Th un-
ders, it shows how this genre of ritual mediates between the lower levels of 
the territory and the higher levels of the celestial hierarchy.
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Th e scripture takes us right into the military heart of the territorial cult. 
According to this explanation, the Th under of the Territorial Prefect encom-
passes the spirits of heroic fi gures from all over the empire; they are the spirits 
of deceased human beings: “Th e Th under of the Territorial Prefect consists of 
such gentlemen in all prefectures and counties who have been loyal and righ-
teous, who give back to the kingdom; of all men who have been fi lial and 
brave, ferocious and bright. Whether they fell in battle to requite their ruler, 
or died heinously at home— due to their nature as brave spirits, they all join 
in this Th under.”53 What we see is an army of martial heroes who report to 
the Territorial Prefect. As suggested by their epithets (zhongyi, “loyal and 
righ teous”) and the inauspicious circumstances of their death, these heroic 
fi gures are none other than the local heroes venerated in communal temples 
throughout late imperial China. According to this defi nition, the soldiers of 
Th under are recruited from among the bravest souls, the most virtuous and 
exemplary fi gures of history. Th is elevated discourse of loyalty and righ-
teousness is fairly common for almost all tutelary saints who have managed to 
gain a substantial mass of devotees from what ever region they may hail. Th e 
beautiful epithets of these warriors should not lead to the false impression that 
the pop u lar gods of late imperial China are paragons of morality. Th ese epi-
thets are postmortem embellishments, given to local tutelary saints who are 
canonized primarily for the power they may exert to protect their respective 
communities. In reality the signifi cant element for the status of these gods is 
their unfulfi lled death; they are autonomous, unruly orphan spirits.

Crucial for my analysis of the Daoist liturgical order is the statement by 
the “Effi  cacious Writs of the Jade Pivot” that these spirits may be invoked only 
after the City God has been ordered to oversee their ritual deployment. As in 
many other contexts, the City God is the fi rst in rank above the local gods 
while the Territorial Prefect is directly responsible for overseeing their behav-
ior. It is the City God, with his ubiquitous temples, who forms an important 
link in the liturgical chains that connect the territorial cult with its Territorial 
Prefect to larger networks and higher echelons of the sacred hierarchy.

Several texts provide more concrete insights into the rather crude prove-
nance of those distinguished local saints. Th ey shed light on the ritual pro-
cess that may launch an autonomous local spirit on a trajectory that could 
ultimately lead to a lofty canonization with a magnifi cent title and worship-
ers all over the empire. Th e following passage is taken from a text compiled or 
annotated by a Daoist from the early to mid- thirteenth century.54 It is part 
of the ritual statutes for disciplining unruly spirits, such as the various “evil 
essences” (xiejing) that may haunt a community. In these regulations, the 
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“Black Statutes of Fengdu,”55 we learn that the primary target of these regula-
tions is similar to those spirits that Li Yulin and Mo Yueding are exorcising 
around the same time: snakes, dragons, and other “old” animal spirits. Th e 
ideal solution for unruly spirits of animals is not their annihilation but their 
pacifi cation and subsequent inclusion into the Daoist liturgical structure.

As for wild beasts, snakes and dragons, fi sh and clams; when they are old 
and of high age they can also change into human shapes, causing mon-
strosities and practicing improprieties. Temples are erected for them if 
they have become very big. Of these spirits without an original name, if 
they have established merit and cultivate virtue, if they protect the people 
with blessings, and if the people’s hearts turn towards them, then the City 
God and the Earth God may recommend them to the Court of the [East-
ern] Peak. Upon admission, they can supplement the existing incense fi res 
[i.e., sacrifi cial cults] and prosperous spirits of an entire region. As for those 
of them whose merit and virtue are serious, they can be reported to the 
[Jade] Emperor’s Palace, and they may be augmented with canonical titles.56

In sum, local animal spirits may be rewarded with canonical titles and offi  -
cial positions as long as they behave well and “protect the people with bless-
ings.” If not, the manual adds, these spirits may be sent to the earth prisons 
of Fengdu. Th e specters of animals as well as other unruly spirits are thus 
dealt with by the Daoist liturgical structure in two ways: they receive rewards 
for honorable contributions to society, potentially resulting in a canonical ti-
tle, and they are made to undergo disciplinary mea sures such as incarceration 
whenever they fail to establish a good reputation.

In this context it is interesting to see that the lower echelons of the litur-
gical structure— the Territorial Prefect and the City God— contribute posi-
tively to their own ranks by recommending local spirits for rewards and for 
promotion. As local representatives of divine offi  cialdom, the Territorial Pre-
fect and the City God are thus thought to have access to their more powerful 
superiors, fi rst and foremost the Emperor of the Eastern Peak, then the Dark 
Emperor, and ultimately the Jade Emperor. Th e disciplinary rituals of the 
“Black Statutes of Mt. Fengdu” clearly constitute a Daoist attempt at system-
atization of local rituals that have the power to control local spirits or gods. 
Th ese disciplinary rituals thus not only imply a punitive or martial objective 
but may lead to the promotion of spirits within the celestial bureaucracy.

Another set of regulations for disciplining demons with an almost identi-
cal vision of liturgical order explains the methods for “putting to order great 
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monstrosities” (zhi dayao) as relevant for pacifying a kaleidoscopic range of 
horrors that may await one in any locality. Whether this be “the Five Penetra-
tions of the Mountain Specters, the essences of trees or rocks, the devious 
demons of foxes, fl ying corpses on commemorative pillars, the poison of tu-
berculosis, the diseases of water monsters,”57 or any other anomaly, all these 
diff erent local spirits may be captured by the ritual practitioner and sent to 
the judicial court of the Eastern Peak. To that end the ritualist “must dis-
patch the City God of his par tic u lar location to send a petition to be heard by 
the Eastern Peak, so that the Military Offi  cials of Th underclap may catch 
[the anomaly].”58 When the anomaly is imprisoned, it awaits further judicial 
procedures at the Eastern Peak.59 Th e liturgical channels are again straight-
forward: an autonomously operating spirit without allegiance to the Territo-
rial Prefect may be caught by the Th under Armies of City God or Eastern 
Peak and ultimately be brought under supervision of the latter.

Th ese two texts place unruly spirits of the locality within a framework of 
cults that  were widespread at the time; most regions of thirteenth- century 
China  were populated with several temples dedicated to the City God and 
the God of the Eastern Peak. At the time, the gods of both these cults  were 
fi rmly incorporated within Daoist ritual procedures and classifi ed as Daoist 
temples.60 As Cedzich points out, by the thirteenth century temples for the 
Eastern Peak “existed in every major city” and  were “typically supervised by 
Daoist priests who could ‘borrow’ spirit soldiers” from it.61

Th e rituals in Unifi ed Origins and Forgotten Gems make a concerted eff ort 
to accommodate the peculiar characters of unruly spirits within the laws of 
this liturgical structure. As much as the disciplinary rituals of Jiangnan dur-
ing the Song and Yuan are articulated in reference to a preexisting celestial 
hierarchy with the territorial cult as its lowest unit, they have also accrued 
around the higher end of this bureaucratic hierarchy; it is a hierarchy that is 
not so much prescribed as a guideline in these manuals as it is referred to as 
an existing jurisdiction. Th e bulk of these manuals confi rm the hierarchy of 
the two demon statutes: one notch above the lowest fundaments of the 
“territorial cult,” it is the City God or the “Inspectorate of the City God” 
(Huangsi) who is responsible for maintaining order in the various localities. 
In turn, the City Gods report to the Eastern Peak (or “Court of the Peak,” 
Yuefu). On top of this structure are the Dark Emperor and the Jade Emperor. 
Th is specifi c hierarchy not only implicitly structures almost all of the rituals 
of Unifi ed Origins and Forgotten Gems; it is often referred to explicitly as a 
coherent line of divine command.62 Outside of the Daoist sources, this same 
structure is confi rmed for twelfth- and thirteenth- century Jiangnan. Several 
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scholars have noted the connections among these temple cults, although the 
possibility of such networks corresponding to a liturgical structure has not 
appeared relevant to them.63

Communal Armies of Gods, Demons, and Men

Historical rec ords strongly suggest that this ritual structure exists not only in 
Daoist visions of an ideal order but in the actual social bodies of that time. Its 
existence can be found fi rst in the more common forms of socioreligious or-
ga ni za tion, whereby territorial cults (local cults) participate in the liturgical 
sphere of bigger Daoist institutions. In those networks the religious centers of 
local communities are served by Daoist ritualists. Th eir ser vices may entail 
many diff erent things, but they certainly also include martial protection by 
ritual institutions such as the Th under Inspectorate or by armies of dark war-
riors more generally.

But there is more: the martial protection of these spiritual soldiers is not 
conceived on a level of religious imagination only, “merely” constituted by the 
miraculous effi  cacy that communities may attribute to their gods. Beyond this 
realm of mostly invisible defenses there is the very real presence of local mili-
tias that also “ritually subordinate themselves” to the same martial gods. Th ese 
defense groups are or ga nized within the pa ram e ters of a divine cult and fi ght, 
as it  were, shoulder to shoulder with the invisible armies of their tutelary saint.

Some Daoist ritual methods explicitly treat actual warfare and are ad-
dressed to those who lead armies of real warriors. One such method from the 
thirteenth century includes several admonitions for the Steps of Yu (Yubu) to 
be performed by defensive troops,64 effi  cacious talismans to be ingested for 
invulnerability,65 talismans for transforming paper  horses into real  horses for 
battle,66 and the ritual to sprinkle beans on the ground and transform them 
into real soldiers.67 Other scriptures formulate similar methods for the trans-
formation of inanimate objects into living warriors who can off er assistance 
during actual battle.68

Most important for my purpose, it spells out the transformation of sol-
diers into “divine troops” (shenbing). While the commanding master ritually 
changes into the Dark Emperor, the instructions reveal that even the appear-
ance of the soldiers changes: they become demonic gods with blue faces: 
“When you order your troops to yell out the Saint’s name [i.e., Dark Em-
peror], a black wind will cover the army at the north side, and all the soldiers 
will turn into demonic gods of one zhang tall [more than three meters], azure 
faced generals of Black Death (Heisha). One hundred times ten thousand 
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troops won’t be able to withstand them.”69 Similar methods of ritual meta-
morphosis applied to men with painted faces are found in another Daoist 
manual. In that text the second chapter is entirely devoted to ways of attain-
ing victory in war. It instructs the ritual master to prepare thirty- six talis-
mans that thirty- six men must wear. Clad in black robes with disheveled hair 
and swords drawn, their transformation into divine troops is visually marked 
by the fact that their faces are painted vermilion.70

It is hard to miss the analogy with the soldiers at the Song court who 
perform their “one hundred army theatricals” with painted faces and looking 
like demonic gods. A record from the Yuan dynastic histories narrates the case 
of a local military offi  cial by the name of Daotong (“Daoist Lad”). In 1352 
this man breaks the siege that pirates have drawn around his city by painting 
azure the faces of thousands of warriors, tricking the pirates into believing 
that they see divine beings.71 Th e effi  cacy of painted faces is clearly rooted in 
religious models.

Transformation of warriors into gods usually takes place in a context 
where ritualists are embedded in the communal structures of temples. Th erefore 
it is important to examine social or ga ni za tion, especially that of territorial 
cults participating in the liturgies of Daoist temples. Even Daoist institutions 
that are nominally unrelated to the territorial cult have somehow become 
centers toward which territorial customs gravitate. Many examples of this 
construction emerge into historical view during the Yuan dynasty. One case 
is the Monastery of Attained Virtue (Zhide guan) on Mt. Wu near Hang-
zhou, also known colloquially as the Temple of the Great Year (Taisui 
miao).72 Th e formal name of this monastery is consistent with the title given 
to Yin Jiao (the Great Year) in the scripture by Peng Yuantai: “Marshal of At-
tained Virtue” (Zhide yuanshuai).73

Th e profound kinship between this Daoist monastery dedicated to an 
exorcist divinity from the Daoist pantheon and the foundational practices of 
the territorial cult is illustrated by the fact that the monastery serves as the 
site for the New Year’s celebrations in that region. Th e local gazetteer con-
fi rms that the “God of the Year” (Suishen) is worshiped there but adds that 
the Temple of the Great Year is also the location where the god Goumang is 
annually brought in for worship by communities from the region.74 Th is ex-
traordinary record shows that Yin Jiao’s offi  ce as commander of the Year Star 
also qualifi es him to serve as host for Goumang— the classical God of the 
Earth, worshiped at New Year in so many parts of imperial China. Th is 
Daoist monastery dedicated to an exorcist divinity serves as the regional 
convention place for territorial cults during New Year; it connects the name-
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less elements of pop u lar religion with an institution that represents exorcist 
facets of Daoist liturgy.

Exorcism of the disorders caused by possessive spirits is itself an impor-
tant communal cause, addressed by forming a network of territorial commu-
nities around an exorcist temple cult. Temples to martial divinities may be 
built by military offi  cials in close proximity to their garrison, while the local 
populace would attribute cures from diseases to the same divinity. Th e tem-
ple of the great King Zhang of Cishan (Cishan Zhang Wang), built at the 
base of the “Army of Guangde” (Guangdejun, earliest record 1004) in Zheji-
ang, is frequented by local worshipers.75 At the same time this Daoist divinity 
is known to be in command of hordes of spirit soldiers.76 With regard to 
King Zhang, Ter Haar has indeed argued that sacrifi cial practices of the par-
ticipating self- defense units and territorial cults provided the gravitational pull 
by which “an entire region was drawn into one religious network.”77 Regular 
sacrifi cial worship and military protection go hand in hand.

Temples and their gods are often explicitly conceived as sites for local 
defenses. One early example is a temple built by soldiers in 1017 for the Dark 
Emperor at their “Garrison for Honoring the Saint” (Gongshengying).78 
Chao Shin- yi mentions that temples for the Dark Emperor  were built even at 
faraway frontiers of the empire, such as a “fortress city” in Gansu,79 no doubt 
to off er martial protection. Elsewhere she mentions a twelfth- century case in 
which rebels make use of a “Dark Emperor Ritual” to attack a city.80 And in 
1025 offi  cials endeavor to destroy a temple for Envoy Zhang (Zhang Shizhe) 
that is commissioned by the “Army of Gaoyou” (Gaoyoujun) and erected by 
a ritual master.81 As Edward Davis points out, other martial divinities are 
also “pop u lar among military circles” during the same period, such as the 
exorcist god of the Celestial Reed (Tianpeng; an underling of the Dark Em-
peror), who “aided various generals in their battles with the Jin.”82 Th e inter-
twining of the military and the divine appears to be so widespread that it is 
perceived as a potential threat to the power of the emperor; an imperial law 
prohibits the foundation of temples by army personnel in the year 1111.83

Th e degree to which Daoist temple cults are not only major bulwarks of 
Daoist liturgical powers but also exorcist centers for protection of territorial 
cults is clear at a temple for the Eastern Peak in the vicinity of Hangzhou. 
Pacifi cation of animal spirits, in this case monkeys and  horses, is the very 
dynamic upon which a communal network is built:

Th e branch shrine of the Eastern Peak is at the northeastern side of the 
town’s market. During the Jianyan reign (1127– 1130) there  were white 
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gibbons appearing and disappearing, and spirit- horses that galloped 
around. Military Inspector Mao dreamed that a god spoke to him: “Why 
don’t you build a shrine for the [Eastern] Peak?” Mao thereupon erected a 
shrine right next to the military encampment. Every year in late spring, 
the territorial associations of all the regions gather to pray for a bountiful 
harvest. Th e divine response is resounding.84

In this case a military delegate from the capital orders the construction of a 
temple as the solution to a demonic disorder. Th is temple for the Eastern 
Peak is built right next to the local military garrison, but local communities 
also use it to perform their prayers for a good harvest. Elsewhere, in nearby 
Zhenjiang, this exact confi guration of a temple to the Eastern Peak adjacent 
to a military institution is recorded during the same time period.85 And since 
the Jiading reign (1208– 1224) at least one such temple had been the host 
institution for a military station that functions within a much larger local 
defense structure of twenty- eight “patrol stations” (xunpu), fashioned after 
the twenty- eight lunar lodges.86

Other Eastern Peak temples can be connected either with military orga-
nizations or with territorial cults, though not always both on surviving evi-
dence. Th e renovation of a branch of the temple in Jiankang (present- day 
Nanjing) is initiated by the military commissioner of the area in 1263.87 To 
the southeast of Nanjing another Eastern Peak temple with military affi  lia-
tions in Changxing (Zhejiang) is renovated in 1314 by the route commander 
of Huizhou.88 Among the long list of participants in the renovation are disci-
plinary institutions such as the “Offi  ce for Catching Bandits” (budaosi) from 
the local Daoist temple of Guan Yu, but also doctors from the “Plague Of-
fi ce” (Wenyisi), as well as representatives from the offi  ces of the Earth God 
and the City God.89 Apparently this temple of the Eastern Peak is one hub in 
a larger network of temple affi  liations.

Th is shared territory of religious institutions and military organizations 
has been nothing out of the ordinary in East and Southeast China since the 
twelfth century. In fact this correlative complex has become so widespread 
and so central to local society that it is precisely in the interplay of religious 
and military institutions with their respective communities that we can dis-
cern the contours of narrative traditions such as those that have led to the 
Yuan dynasty Plain Tale and its Ming dynasty successor Canonization. In this 
fi eld where the boundaries between exorcist ritual and military expedition 
are blurred, the heroic protagonists of glorious episodes from foundational 
pasts occur as gods in temples, as subjects in various sorts of miracle tales, as 
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exorcists in rituals, and as dramatic roles on theatre stages. Unhampered by 
categorical distinctions that outsiders impose, these famous fi gures with their 
formidable powers are widely seen to act out the sacred bond between mor-
tals and gods, between present and past, between locality and empire.

Th e extent to which the presence of this martial complex resonates 
throughout society is demonstrated by an offi  cial petition submitted to Fu 
Bocheng (1143– 1226), the administrator of Zhangzhou (Fujian). From it we 
may learn that the participation of military units in religious festivals is so 
widespread in Fujian that local offi  cials fi nd it a cause for protest. Th is par tic-
u lar petition is submitted in 1197 by Chen Chun (1153– 1217), a disciple of 
the famous Zhu Xi: “I have glanced at the coarse customs of this region. Af-
ter the autumn harvest it is common that entertainers gang up with the rural 
defense units to practice licentious theater. It is called ‘Supplication for the 
Winter.’ ”90 Although no mention is made of the specifi c site where the sea-
sonal ceremonies for “Supplication for the Winter” are celebrated, there can 
be no doubt that they would take place within the precincts of some religious 
institution. Again we fi nd that religious rituals are celebrated with the active 
participation of military units. In this case they are “rural defense units” 
(xiangbao).91 In the remainder of the petition Chen Chun suggests that the 
military units should be strictly prohibited from participating in the theatri-
cal practices of this wasteful seasonal festival, practices in which he even in-
cludes puppet plays ( guilei). Given the fact that Chen devotes a formal plaint 
to this practice, it is safe to assume that it is widespread at the time. Indeed 
these practices are not limited to Fujian alone; elsewhere during the same 
period, in Raozhou (Jiangxi), local militias of the territorial cult called “terri-
torial shields” (shejia) are also known participants in local religious festivals.92 
Again we are in close proximity to those “hundred theatricals” performed by 
Van der Loon’s Song dynasty “ritual militias” and by military men at the Song 
court, which I described in the introduction.

Th e structure of the martial groups that defend the local territory is like 
that of the territorial cults; they too are segments of larger networks. Al-
though the two types of defense units mentioned  here, the “regional defense 
units” and the “territorial shields,” may be referred to in ways that sound re-
gional, nonetheless they are not just involved in the communal practices of 
their own locality; they also work in the ser vice of the imperial state. Similar 
to the spirit armies that are recruited by Daoist ritualists, the local defense 
units of the territorial cult are marshaled by the Song empire. As a matter of 
fact the Song dynasty is, in the words of the historian Huang K’uan- ch’ung, 
“the pivotal period for the inclusion of local militias and strongholds in 
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mountains and at rivers into a strategic system for national defense.”93 By 
imperial decree in 1127 all these local militias that are based in the religious 
framework of the territorial cult, offi  cially classifi ed as “territorial patrol asso-
ciations” (xunshe), are told to or ga nize themselves in defense units that must 
bear the name “territorial patrol associations of the Loyal and Righ teous” 
(zhongyi xunshe)94— a type of labeling that parallels the lofty moral epithets of 
the martial gods who defend local communities.

Th e or ga ni za tion prescribed for these local militias further refl ects the 
basic spatial principles of the territorial cult as discussed in chapter 2, namely 
the distribution of warriors between “fi ve divisions” (wubu) of able bodies 
that together constitute one territorial cult (she) or “territorial association.” 
In the ideal scenario the two hundred men in each division would make up 
for an army of one thousand warriors per territorial unit. Th ey are under the 
command of a “territorial elder” (shezhang) or “association leader.” Th e reli-
gious affi  liations of these associations are not described explicitly in the Song 
statutes, other than in the adoption of the originally religious term “territorial 
cult” as their nomenclature. Yet, as we will see, in the legal code of the Song 
dynasty’s successor, the Yuan, it is very clear that the involvement of these 
militias in the religious institutions and practices of their locality is pervasive.

Under Mongol rule the existing function and nomenclature of the “ter-
ritorial elder” is maintained in the legal code, where he bears much of the 
burden when it comes to the alleged dangers of local religion (mostly formu-
lated as gatherings of large crowds and inappropriate mingling of men and 
women). Interestingly, in Yuan dynasty legal jargon the local defense units 
that the territorial elder is expected to establish and command are now re-
ferred to as “defense shields” (baojia), a term that is used only occasionally in 
the preceding Song code.95 Th is title may be an attempt to nominally sepa-
rate the institution of local militias from their association with the religious 
institution of the territorial cult; while the institution of the “defense shields” 
apparently is identical to the “territorial patrol associations” of the Song, in 
the laws of the Mongol empire the epithet of she is largely reserved for reli-
gious associations such as “territorial festival for welcoming the gods” ( ying-
shen saishe).

Th e Yuan obviously feel threatened by the or gan i za tion al networks of 
this Chinese local religion, with its subversive potential, and so they wage a 
legal war against it. Th e judicial traces of this war show that the separation of 
military power from religious institutions really has been nominal only; de-
spite attempts to separate local governance from local religion, the “territorial 
elder” remains fi rmly associated with religious festivals. Th e “territorial elder” 
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is consistently mentioned as one who is involved in the staging of dramatic 
per for mances during the religious festival and who will therefore be held ac-
countable for them; laws to punish the territorial elder for his involvement in 
religious activities are pronounced in 1291, 1317, and 1319.96

Yuan law goes much further than punishing only local dignitaries; it also 
pronounces severe punishment for soldiers of the imperial army who partici-
pate in festival per for mances of any kind. Laws coined to this eff ect illustrate 
that the 1197 petition for a ban on military men participating in religious 
theatre of Fujian festivals is far from a local aff air, limited to Fujian. Th e in-
volvement of military men in religious festivals apparently warrants a consid-
erable amount of legislation: “Any military offi  cers or offi  cials who collect 
wealth and gather people, installing ceremonial guards, sounding gongs and 
beating drums, in order to welcome and requite the divine associations of the 
territorial cult, and who are entertaining the people: fi fty- seven blows with 
the rod; their associates twenty- seven blows; the crimes of all of them will be 
recorded.”97 Th ese prohibitions are preceded by extensive bans on weapons. 
Even the ritual weapons of temple gods may not be real weapons; they must 
be made of clay, wood, or paper cuttings. Clearly, religious contexts warrant 
the prohibition of weaponry.

If the law refl ects the eff orts of the Yuan government to separate military 
power from socioreligious institutions at the local level, it also illustrates the 
broader cultural implications marked by these two domains. We are begin-
ning to discern the shapes of a cultural nexus in which the alliance between 
men and gods is dramatized in per for mances of martial prowess. Th is bond 
is based on more than a lofty religious ideal such as salvation or transcen-
dence; it is rooted in the basic desire for a safe defense against threats from 
various types of invaders. Very concretely it marks the martial foundations of 
local communities and the powers they may wield in battle— physical as well 
as spiritual. Perhaps the striving for salvation expressed in so many facets of 
religion deserves to be understood on a level that is not only otherworldly but 
also very this- worldly—namely the hope for deliverance from acute danger.

Th e dual structure of defense, divine and worldly, is described in more 
detail for the religious festivals in the par tic u lar region of Hangzhou. Th ere, 
as I have already observed, the activities of Daoist temple networks encom-
pass territorial associations, exorcist divinities, and local military units. 
Within this broad network for communal participation, pivotal positions are 
accorded to the same gods that constitute the Daoist order in exorcist manu-
als for Th under Ritual, namely City God, Eastern Peak, Dark Emperor, and 
Jade Emperor. Th ese gods are at the center of regional festivals, when the 
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territorial associations of surrounding regions congregate, referred to consis-
tently as “congregations of territorial cults” (shehui).

It is signifi cant that in one important source for this region from the mid- 
to late thirteenth century, Rec ords of the Millet Dream (Mengliang lu) by Wu 
Zimu, these same gods are said to be “in reverence of the Dao” ( fengdaozhe).98 
Th at is, the author of these rec ords corroborates that they fi t within the litur-
gical structure formulated in the Daoist manuals discussed. He includes a 
brief account of military involvement in certain sacred festivals. At fi rst we 
see only the military presence during the festival of the demonic commander 
par excellence: the Dark Emperor,  here referred to as “Perfected Lord, Pro-
tecting Saint of the Northern Ultimate” (Beiji yousheng zhenjun), that is, the 
divinity who lords over other exorcists pop u lar at the time, such as Yin Jiao:

For the sacred anniversary of the Perfected Lord, Protecting Saint of the 
Northern Ultimate, the educated as well as the commoners join the con-
gregations of the Daoists in their Palaces and Monasteries, or in their 
 private courts. On the day of the anniversary, the monasteries of the Pro-
tecting Saint revere the imperial decree to set up communal jiao off erings. 
Th e educated as well as the commoners place incense all around. All the 
military strongholds that have a temple for the Saint also hold territorial 
congregations.99

Here it is the festival to the Dark Emperor that is the occasion for those 
military strongholds equipped with (or established around) a shrine for this 
divinity to or ga nize their own sacrifi cial congregations. Elsewhere the same 
source mentions other instances of “army strongholds” ( junzhai) that par-
ticipate alongside commoners in Daoist rites.100

It is possible that the “military strongholds” refer to the imperial armies. 
However, the situation in Hangzhou suggests that the dynastic armies are 
in the company of those same martial defense groups that are or ga nized 
around the territorial cult, such as the “territorial shields” or “regional defense 
units.” Th is is attested in a collection of rec ords by Zhou Mi (1232– 1298) 
called Old Events from Wulin (Wulin jiushi) that describes the same city dur-
ing the same period. Th is source provides further details of many other socio-
religious associations that participate in these festivals and off ers a glimpse of 
the ways theatrical acts are deeply interwoven with combative acts.

In addition to the festival of the Dark Emperor, Zhou Mi’s collection 
singles out two major temple cults that provide the venue for territorial asso-
ciations to participate in large liturgical networks. One of these, the Eastern 
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Peak, functions as apotropaic hub in local defense structures in Hangzhou 
and its vicinity. Th e other cult of great regional importance is the one for the 
Great Emperor Zhang (Zhang Dadi; same as King Zhang of Cishan), a di-
vinity connected to the “Army of Guangde” since 1004 and included in 
Menglianglu as “Daoist.” For this divinity too, territorial associations come 
from afar to participate in the festivals or ga nized in his honor. And, again, 
the religious festivals in Hangzhou present battle skills in conjunction with 
theatre. It is with the example of Great Emperor Zhang that the author be-
gins his description of participants and activities that he says are applicable to 
the Dark Emperor and the Eastern Peak as well. Th e festival is said to be a 
“congregation of territorial cults” (shehui) that includes associations for zaju 
theatre, shadow theatre, and even the enactment of xiaoshuo, and these groups 
perform alongside martial associations that do archery, handling of cudgels, 
and wrestling.101

Th e list is longer than these few associations, and even then it probably 
comprises only some of the more eye- catching groups. Th e list, moreover, 
makes no categorical distinction between these groups. It is clear that various 
“territorial associations” with their respective specializations thus operate on 
an equal level in the same religious context: a divine anniversary that occa-
sions the display of martial prowess as theatrical entertainment. Moreover 
the gods who are celebrated overwhelmingly belong to the martial, exorcist 
type. Both combat and theatre clearly are common elements within the com-
munal activities of temple festivals dedicated to divine warriors.

Th ese types of per for mance are targeted by the Yuan in increasingly 
explicit prohibitions of the religious festival, defi ned in connection to the 
“territorial cult.” As early as 1274 several offi  cial prohibitions target the 
leaders of local communities, subsumed under the rubric of “territorial 
elders”— the same class of men who are said to command the fi ve military 
divisions of the territorial cult stipulated in the Song code. Th ey are threat-
ened with severe punishment for their communal per for mances, the “ballads 
and traditions they stage themselves” in the villages of Henan and Hebei.102 
Another equally broad category that is censored in this context is “narrative 
ballads” (cihua). Th us the leaders of local militias are broadly accused of or ga-
niz ing theatrical per for mances. A prohibition from 1281 is more detailed 
and addresses several types of explicitly religious per for mance. In this con-
text of religious ritual, zaju (“variety plays,” or “farces”) is singled out: “Let 
zaju no longer be enacted. . . .  No longer dress up like the Four Celestial 
Kings. Do no longer wear skulls [on body or head].”103 Of these prohibited 
categories, the theatrical genre of zaju is known from the religious festivals in 
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Hangzhou, and the Four Celestial Kings are the most commonly known as a 
group of gods that has affi  liations with Buddhism as well as with Daoism. 
Th e prohibition against wearing skulls is interesting because it hints at the 
possibility that gods such as Yin Jiao should be counted among the prohib-
ited objects of this law.

Th e most pervasive prohibitions against the religious celebrations of the 
“territorial elders” appear in the early fourteenth century, particularly in the 
few years directly preceding the Plain Tales, published between 1320 and 
1322. For example, in 1317 a prohibition targets the public gathering of peo-
ple for the festive per for mances during “festival associations for praying to 
the gods” (qishen saishe) in Yannan (Hebei).104 In the eighth month of 1319 
the theatrical per for mances of the same “religious associations for praying to 
the gods” are forbidden in Jiangzhe,  here too holding the “territorial elders” 
responsible.105 An identical prohibition is pronounced during the same 
month for, again, the “religious associations for praying to the gods,” this 
time in Jiangxi.106 Th is prohibition is formulated in painstaking detail. Th e 
“territorial elders” are held responsible not only for illegal theatrical per for-
mances that include “masquerades” (zhuangban; dressing up for theatrical 
roles) or “singing of ballads” (changci), but also for “spirit séances and praying 
to saints” ( fuluan daosheng). One month later “religious associations for 
praying to the gods” in Jiangzhe are banned with similar detail.107 In short, 
only two to three years before the publication of the Plain Tales theatrical 
per for mances during religious festivals are severely targeted with prohibi-
tions in large parts of the Yuan empire.

Th e Yuan government is preoccupied with banning the performative 
practices of the territorial cult precisely because the “territorial elder” is also 
the designated leader of the local militia. At fi rst one may think that the in-
tense fear of local religious theatre is based on the potential it has for mobiliz-
ing larges masses of people who disapprove of the distant ideology of the 
throne.108 True as that may be, it is certainly not the  whole story. For one 
thing, as this assumption is concerned with the secondary phenomenon of 
social mobilization, it fails to take seriously the primary issue constituted by 
the content of festival theatre— content that can hardly be understood as 
supportive of the central government. If one considers these festivals as a so-
cial event only and fails to acknowledge their discursive power, one may miss 
an essential part of the question of why King Wu’s Plain Tale has been so 
successful in inspiring pop u lar late imperial versions, such as Canonization.

We know very little about the narratives that constitute the dramatic 
repertoire of the territorial festival, but the few clues we have are signifi cant. 
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It is thanks to the fi nal ban on dramatic per for mances that a substantial basis 
for further analysis is provided. Th is last ban, applied to Jiangnan, comes in 
1336 and refers to a genre I explored in chapter 2, namely the “Plain Tale.” 
Th is reference limits the range of (known) stories to such narratives as the 
Plain Tale of King Wu’s Conquest of King Zhòu or the Plain Tale of the Th ree 
Kingdoms. Interestingly, the ban addresses the most basic form of military 
self- strengthening on the local level: the use of metal pitchforks by rural folk 
in the south. Th e law is designed “in order to prevent [southerners] from stag-
ing rebellions.”109 It is in this context of war and rebellion that the ban fur-
thermore specifi cally prohibits three performative genres of the kind dis-
cussed earlier: “theatre scripts” (xiwen), “variety theatre” (zaju), and, most 
signifi cantly, the “Plain Tale.” Remarkably, less than fi fteen years after the 
publication of those Plain Tales that include King Wu’s Conquest and Th ree 
Kingdoms, the Yuan fi nd it a narrative genre that needs to be declared illegal. 
Much of it must have had to do with its content.

Th e Plain Tale of King Wu’s Conquest of King Zhòu features a protagonist, 
Yin Jiao, who is part of Daoist exorcist ritual in the region of Huguang, as 
well as part of local exorcist networks in the Hangzhou region. We know that 
very generally speaking, Yin Jiao’s Plain Tale explains ways in which armies 
may be or ga nized on the basis of cosmological principles that correspond to 
the scheme of the Five Quarters. Th e armies in question, moreover, consist of 
plague gods or spirits that are known from Daoist liturgies of the period pre-
ceding the publication of the Plain Tales. Demonic warfare looms large.

Th e other “Plain Tale,” Th ree Kingdoms, similarly relates to the notion of 
supernatural powers that may assist the living at times they are threatened by 
alien invasions. Even more concretely than the narrative of King Wu, the 
Plain Tale of the Th ree Kingdoms contains specifi c references to militias such 
as the “Righ teous Troops” ( yibing) and “Righ teous Armies” ( yijun)— terms 
that clearly do not belong to the time in which the story is set, the aftermath 
of the Han collapse. Th ey clearly correspond to the parlance generally used 
for the militias of the territorial cult during the early fourteenth century.

It is possible to be more specifi c: what the Plain Tale of the Th ree King-
doms is written to convey, among other things, is the claim that these local 
militia are supervised by gods— in the fi rst place Guan Yu, then Zhang Fei, 
and Liu Bei. Th e foundation of their three kingdoms (another story of spatial 
conquest and dynastic establishment) is premised on the presence of Daoist 
divinities: Emperor Guangwu is said to be the Great Emperor of the Purple 
Tenuity (Ziwei Dadi), and the Jade Emperor is another point of reference 
early on in the story. Th e two Plain Tales that include accounts of Yin Jiao 
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and Guan Yu thus both present their protagonists in a Daoist context— a 
context that illustrates the territorial alliances between men and gods.

Concrete historical details corroborating this type of alliance appear in a 
temple inscription by a Daoist called Ma Yuanzheng, written in 1325, less 
than a handful of years after the publication of the Plain Tales. Th is par tic u-
lar record is from the prefecture of Gongchang, within three hundred kilo-
meters to the west of present- day Xi’an; it is a region at the margin of the 
Chinese empire and at the outer circle of Guan Yu’s region of historical prov-
enance in northern China. Th e inscription narrates how Guan Yu applies his 
exorcist powers in order to expel foreign invaders:

In Gongchang, on Mt. Renshou, there is a temple [for Guan Yu]. Accord-
ing to the tradition it was during the dading reign [1161– 1189] of the Jin 
that the Western troops  were in hiding for bandits and left the city almost 
unguarded. Th en, on the twenty- third day of the fi fth month, some being 
that had an appearance like [Guan Yu] the “Martial Pacifi er” was leading 
his troops to emerge from the mountain  here. Th e bandits  were fright-
ened and amazed, and they withdrew. Subsequently a temple was erected 
on those grounds in order to bring off erings to him. Nowadays other 
prefectures all bring off erings on the thirteenth day, only this region uses 
that day.110

Th e visual confrontation with a being that looked like Guan Yu is enough to 
frighten the bandits and make them withdraw. Guan Yu is credited, not the 
local military. Nonetheless the temple inscription rec ords the involvement of 
a local lineage of military fi gures, who lead their garrison into the main hall. 
Th e military affi  liation of this temple notwithstanding, it is maintained by 
Daoists and even sponsored by them— a type of affi  liation that is not unusual 
for Guan Yu temples at the time.111

Explicitly martial divinities such as Guan Yu also fi t within the liturgical 
structure that has the Eastern Peak at its core. Perhaps the most convincing 
example of the Daoist subordination of Guan Yu to the authority of the East-
ern Peak is recorded in a short account by the Daoist Chen Xiwei (fl . 1086– 
ca. 1120) in 1102.112 In that record Guan Yu is described as a minor divinity 
in one of the many shrines contained within the temple of the Eastern Peak 
of Xiezhou, in the southernmost tip of Shanxi. He manifests his power when 
summoned by a Daoist in order to defeat a demon. Elsewhere a thirteenth- 
century local gazetteer from Jiahe (present- day Jiaxing, between Shanghai 
and Hangzhou) rec ords a pirate attack in 1130. It attributes the ultimate 
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withdrawal of the pirates to the awe- inspiring view of a Guan Yu shrine that 
is lodged inside the temple of the Eastern Peak in Haijian county.113 What 
the pirates are said to fear is not the main god, the Emperor of the Eastern 
Peak, but the very sight of the halberd that is held by the hands of Guan Yu’s 
statue. An Eastern Peak temple in Nanxiong (present- day Guangdong) con-
tains a shrine not only for Guan Yu but also one for Erlang and for at least 
three other divinities that are probably of local origin.114 As is the case with 
other such events during the Yuan and Ming, what causes troops to be fright-
ened is the sighting of a god— and often his demonic underlings.

Local gods may fi nd their martial powers situated within this kind of 
complex relations among temple cults like the Eastern Peak, territorial com-
munities, and local defense. Th is can be observed in full action during the 
mid- fourteenth century, when the Yuan dynasty is about to collapse and the 
forces of a new dynasty start to gain momentum. Th e following example from 
Longyan county of Zhangzhou (Fujian) is almost simultaneous with the 
prohibition of the Plain Tales. It transpires at the occasion of attacks by pirates 
in 1338. Th e inhabitants of this region convene at the temple of their local tu-
telary saint, surnamed Zou: “Th e offi  cials and people of Longyan jointly prayed 
before their god. When they assembled the people’s troops to defend them-
selves, the god manifested his effi  cacy. Th ereupon the bandits  were massively 
defeated.”115 At fi rst sight it is thus merely to the powers of a relatively un-
known local god that a victory in local warfare is attributed. Th e revealing 
thing about this case is that it also has an affi  nity to the Eastern Peak: in 
Longyan the local temple is situated at the “western stronghold” (xizhai) and 
shares its precincts with the local temple of the Eastern Peak.116 What we see 
repeatedly is the communal affi  liation between a territorial cult with its di-
vinity, Daoist institutions such as the Eastern Peak, and military bodies.

Ritual Warfare during the Yuan– Ming Transition

Th e allegiance between the divine forces of territorial networks and the mar-
tial jurisdiction of Daoist institutions, a joint force of gods and men, natu-
rally would be considered a formidable factor in times of crisis. Th e last two 
or three de cades of the Yuan are just such a time. Th ere are devastating catas-
trophes, such as the fl ooding of the Yellow River Delta in 1344 and the 
droughts that caused swarms of refugees during the following years. Th e sub-
sequent relaxation of Yuan policies toward all kinds of illegal activities, in-
cluding those related to religion, allows for a massive surge in the popularity 
of various religious groups and so- called secret societies.117 Th en, with the 
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rebellion of the Red Turbans in 1351, the po liti cal disintegration of the Yuan 
reaches the point where its powers are virtually redistributed back into vari-
ous localities, as army commanders struggle for regional autonomy.118

As far as can be assessed from the available data, local warlords rely pre-
cisely on the kind of militia that organizes in affi  liation to a god and its ter-
ritorial temple. Th is certainly is true for the Red Turbans. To begin with, the 
term is misleading in its En glish translation: the Chinese term that is ren-
dered as Red Turban, hongjin, is more accurately translated as “Red Head-
band” or “Red Bandana.” Instead of referring to something that looks like 
a turban, which would be very unusual in southeast China, it refers to a 
single band of red cloth that is wrapped around the forehead. As we saw in 
chapter 2, the red sash wrapped around the head is not only one of the hall-
marks of local ritual masters (including Daoists and spirit mediums) who 
practice rituals of summoning the spirit armies of their martial gods; it is also 
prominently visible in the iconography of these gods, such as Yin Jiao, Li 
Nezha, and the Th under Gods.

Another group that has been singled out by the traditional narrative as a 
major force in the rebellions that destabilized the Yuan dynasty is the White 
Lotus Society (Bailianshe), a movement said to be inspired by lay Buddhist 
ideology and Buddhist millenarianism.119 Without specifi cally referring to the 
wars that lead to the end of the Yuan, this narrative has been problematized—
if not entirely revised— by Barend Ter Haar.120 His study convincingly ar-
gues that the Yuan and Ming historiographers used the label White Lotus for 
a large variety of religious agents and that it should not be understood as a 
singular movement. In a later study Ter Haar suggests that a substantial seg-
ment of pop u lar religious movements are characterized by their reference to 
the “demonological messianic paradigm.”121 Within that worldview of an 
apocalypse that is brought about by infestations of demons, a much sought- 
after response was by means of martial ritualists who could lead their own 
spirit armies to battle demonic intruders. In other words, while the religious 
nature of rebellions during the late Yuan is undisputed, their universalizing 
Buddhist label fails to cover much of their territorial character.

Offi  cial sources are not too fl attering about the kind of practices that the 
leaders of the Red Bandanas profess; it is nonetheless clear that their general 
attribution to some pop u lar form of Buddhist messianism is too simplistic. 
Th e “Buddhist monk” Peng Yingyu, who leads the Red Bandanas from Yuan-
zhou (Jiangxi), for example, is said to be able to congregate the masses be-
cause of his skills of “witchcraft” ( yaoshu);122 the same verdict is pronounced 
about Xu Shouhui, who leads his troops from Hubei.123 While the label 
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“witchcraft” refl ects the offi  cial bias against these warlords, local sources in-
form us that Peng has more skills than the capacity to mobilize people by 
drawing on Buddhist millenarianism. Instead they seem to belong to that 
same category of warriors who are allied with the terrestrial spirit armies of 
their gods and commanded by ritualists who exert power over them.

One of the earlier examples of this phenomenon was recorded by a local 
gazetteer for the region of Ruizhou (Jiangxi). It refers to Peng Guoyu (i.e., 
Peng Yingyu), who is fi rst accused of spreading the ideas of the White Lotus, 
but then it also reveals what kind of practices are covered by this label: “In 
the year 1348 the sorcerer Peng Guoyu from Wanzai County spread lies with 
White Lotus teachings in order to delude the masses. He promoted stories that 
he could ‘produce troops from sprinkled beans, and make swords from fl ying 
grass.’ . . .  He gathered a crowd of several tens of thousands; it went by the 
name of Red Bandanas.”124  Here a local leader of the so- called White Lotus 
movement does exactly what ritual specialists of the earthly spirits do: he leads 
troops of spirit soldiers, which he conjures up by means of sprinkling beans on 
the earth. Th is is a type of martial ritual that is recorded in several Daoist 
scriptures with roots in archaic vernacular traditions, as mentioned earlier.

Th e historical record of this region also includes some revealing details 
about the Red Bandanas. In this case the appellation is not used in reference 
to the participants of any insurgency but rather the opposite: the familiar 
phenomenon of territorial defense. When Peng Yingyu raids the area of 
Ruizhou in the year 1352, the locals do not surrender without a fi ght: “Th e 
people of this region erected strongholds for self- protection, and they  were 
also called ‘Red Bandanas.’ ”125 No further context is provided; nothing is 
said about the precise character of these local defense groups. Yet unless they 
are exceptionally diff erent from bordering regions of Jiangnan, they too are 
likely embedded in the cultural nexus shared by martial gods and territorial 
defense. At the very least a local gazetteer of this region confi rms that the 
temple of the Eastern Peak is the venue for the annual congregation of all the 
territorial gods.126 In other words, the type of territorial network described 
for Jiangsu and Fujian appears to exist in Jiangxi as well.

Th e military signifi cance of vernacular divinities becomes apparent also 
at Xu Shouhui’s death. Th e warlord is killed by the future Ming emperor’s 
last opponent, Chen Youliang, who pronounces himself the new emperor of 
China right away and chooses as the location for his enthronement a local 
temple for the Five Penetrations.127 In other words, the sacred allegiance forged 
between Chen Youliang and divine powers is based on a territorial cult that is 
highly pop u lar in that par tic u lar region during that par tic u lar time.
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Th ere are several other indications that the label “Buddhist millenarian-
ism” does not quite cover the cultural practices to which the militias sub-
scribe. In this context Ter Haar’s “demonic messianic paradigm” seems to 
inform those who rise to arms by the end of the Yuan. Specifi cally infesta-
tions of demons as the underlying cause of the wars certainly are a part of the 
pop u lar worldview at the time. One historical source from the late Yuan re-
produces a poem that was written by means of trance possession. Th e poem 
states that the disorder of the late Yuan is because “Heaven has sent demon 
armies.”128 Th e record concludes by saying that the poem has proven to be 
correct. Note that the demons come or ga nized in armies.

Bloody sacrifi ce is another clue. Th e armies led by Liu Futong, who is la-
beled a leader of the White Lotus as well as the Red Bandanas, are mobilized 
in the context of a bloody sacrifi ce. Just as in the Plain Tale of the Th ree King-
doms the sacrifi ce consists of a white  horse for heaven and a black bull for the 
earth.129 At least within common defi nitions of even the most pop u lar of 
Buddhisms, there seems little space for such bloody sacrifi cial practices.

Th e military confrontations that ensue are similarly innocent of Bud-
dhist millenarian ideology. Chen Youliang’s expedition soon comes to a halt 
when he is challenged by Feng Sheng, an ally of the future Ming emperor, 
with his “Five Winged Army” (Wuyijun). Chen responds by engaging him in 
battle with his Black Banner Army (Zaoqijun).130 Th is name strongly sug-
gests the tutelage of another exorcist divinity, the Dark Emperor. In a hagi-
ography of this god that is fi rst printed during the second half of the Yuan 
dynasty, the Black Banner (daoqi; more fully “Black Banner and Dark Flag,” 
zaodao xuanqi) is explained as the ritual instrument that brings down the 
armies of divine soldiers among the world of the living because it commands 
the Ding (“Nail”) and Jia (“Shield”) spirits to descend to the world of mor-
tals.131 Ironically Chen is ultimately defeated by Zhu Yuanzhang in 1363 
during the famous battle at Lake Poyang. Th is military victory is known as 
“the critical event that made the founding of the Ming empire possible.”132 
Th e Ming dynastic histories suggest that Zhu has received the support of 
none other than the Dark Emperor.133 Crucially the offi  cial rec ords state that 
the momentum changed in favor of Zhu when he ordered a Daoist to execute 
a “Cavern Mystery Ritual” (Dongxuanfa).134

Th e narrative told about the Ming found er receiving help from the Dark 
Emperor is strongly reminiscent of the story about the Dark Emperor’s war 
against demons in the realm of darkness, which he wages in conjunction 
with King Wu’s conquest in the world of light. Th e offi  cial Ming histories do 
in fact summarize parts of that very same Yuan hagiography, including the 
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signifi cant detail that the Dark Emperor is credited with establishing the 
military banner spirit.135 While the editors of the Ming dynastic history 
add— interestingly—that this is all an invention by Daoists, they continue 
their explanation of the Dark Emperor by acknowledging the importance 
attributed to this god for the military success of the Ming found er: “Th e dy-
nastic  house has made an imperial stele that says that Taizu [the Ming 
found er] had much assistance from the realm of darkness when he pacifi ed 
the world; therefore, a temple has been erected in the Southern Capital for the 
worship and sacrifi ce [to the Dark Emperor].”136 In conclusion we can say 
that an exorcist divinity with Daoist masters is  here portrayed as decisive for 
the founding of the Ming.

Th e eff orts of the early Ming rulers to harness the state by mobilizing the 
demonic powers of the Dark Emperor and other divine warriors, treated in 
more detail in chapter 4, are representative of imperial concerns for almost 
the entire duration of the Ming. As it turns out, much of these eff orts are re-
lated to the liturgical order of Daoism: in the fi rst place, the men who are 
appointed to control the spirit armies of the Dark Emperor are Daoist ritual 
experts, especially those who are famed for their Th under Rituals; second, 
several of the relevant ritual institutions established during the fi rst few 
reigns of the Ming dynasty (1368– 1644) are based on the divine status hier-
archy that connects the territorial cult via the City God to the Eastern Peak; 
third, it is this structure, in its specifi c Ming dynasty format, that is refl ected 
in the pantheon of Canonization of the Gods.
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Emperors, Daoists, and the Sublimation of Demons

Th e phantoms of local cults that the Yuan government so desperately tries to 
repress come back to haunt it and eventually to overthrow it. With the vio-
lent potential of these demonic powers out in broad daylight, the subsequent 
ruling  house of the Ming (1368– 1644) adopts a radically diff erent policy 
toward the spirits of the local soil and endeavors to subsume them in imperial 
institutions. To that eff ect Ming emperors employ specialists of Th under 
Ritual at court and ask them to implement their liturgical structure in order 
to enlist the massive reservoir of roaming spirits that linger autonomously 
after the dynastic wars. It is in this ritual context of transforming unruly 
spirits into loyal defenders of the Chinese homeland that the pantheons dei-
fi ed in Canonization are taking shape.

Th e surge of local powers that culminates in the downfall of the Mongol 
dynasty must have served as a warning to its immediate successor. Already in 
the early 1360s, when the aspiring monarch of the future Ming dynasty, Zhu 
Yuanzhang (1328– 1398), is still merely one warlord in the middle of his mil-
itary campaigns against other warlords who have similar dynastic ambitions, 
he starts forging connections with Daoists who operate within the liturgical 
structure that commands the vast reserves of spiritual warriors from territo-
rial networks. Moreover, as Richard Wang has recently shown, throughout 
the Ming dynasty the hundreds of imperial princes who function as military 
commanders are all public supporters of Daoist temple cults.1

Th roughout his reign the emperor fi nds ample employ for Daoists— not 
just the divine thaumaturges that he is reputed to have invited to court (and 
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that his successors canonized)2 but especially the ferocious powers of divine 
marshals, generals, and other martial divinities that can be summoned by 
Daoist ritualists to cooperate with local militias and, eventually, the imperial 
army. Th e son of the Ming found er, Zhu Di (1360– 1424), fi nalizes the 
implementation of the Daoist structure initiated by his father. Imperial 
 patronage of the Dark Emperor is one major aspect of this project because 
the command this divinity has over demonic forces makes him fi t to become the 
patron saint of the Ming dynasty. Aside from various rec ords about his in-
volvement in the military successes of the Ming found er and his son, the 
Dark Emperor is honored with an enormous sanctuary on Mt. Wudang3 and 
with a shrine in the upper inner court of the Forbidden City in Peking4— one 
that is “progressively elevated” by later emperors.5

Signifi cantly, in the hierarchy of the most eminent “Nine Temples of the 
Capital” (Jingshi jiumiao) that the Ming Histories stipulate for Peking, the 
Daoist liturgical structure of martial divinities is exactly replicated: the Dark 
Emperor is ranked fi rst, the Eastern Peak second, and the City God third. 6 
Another usual suspect within this Daoist hierarchy, the warrior god Guan 
Yu, is ranked fourth. Th is order is fi rst codifi ed in the Ming huidian.7 And 
the support by Ming princes of temples with a single main deity refl ects this 
structure. According to Richard Wang, the most common patronage of Ming 
princes is for Daoist temples of the Dark Emperor (more than twenty- two 
cases), twenty- one cases of his main general Guan Yu, and sixteen temples 
each of Eastern Peak and City God.8 Th e liturgical structure that is imposed 
on the unruly spirits of local communities, then, receives very broad imperial 
endorsement from the early stages of the Ming onward.

By the late fourteenth and early fi fteenth century these local powers have 
long surfaced in other cultural domains. Narratives such as the Plain Tales 
from the 1320s constitute one such domain, and it is hard to understand 
outside of the domain of ritual— particularly those rituals that exert power 
over local armies of terrestrial spirits. Th is intimate connection between ver-
nacular narrative, vernacular ritual, and local divinities is even more obvious 
during the Ming. Th e martial pantheons that are formed during the initial 
fi ve de cades of the Ming, especially the Hongwu reign (“Abundantly Mar-
tial”; 1368– 1398) of the Ming found er Zhu Yuanzhang and the Yongle reign 
(“Perpetual Joy”; 1402– 1424) of his son Zhu Di, are decisive for the shape 
and content of the late Ming novel.

It is highly significant for understanding the novel that the forma-
tion of these pantheons takes place in the context of a project that aims at 
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incorporating unruly spirits for territorial protection. Th is project is pre-
cisely what defi nes the common ground shared between novel and ritual: 
the transformation that protagonists undergo from autonomous, violent, 
and often bawdy individual to a martial character whose powers are subordi-
nated to a larger Daoist hierarchy. Many protagonists in Canonization start 
out as indomitable forces of questionable moral standing who nonetheless 
end up being rewarded for their contribution to the denouement of the plot: 
they receive divine investitures as gods. Th is same pro cess of transformation 
is eff ectuated by the Daoist ritual of “sublimation” (liandu); it is a ritual 
method for relieving spirits (of the deceased as well as of pesterous demons) 
from the abominable conditions of demonic existence and transforming 
them into more refi ned spiritual substances. In that sense also it is a tech-
nique for changing unruly spirits into loyal servants of the Daoist spirit 
armies. By applying the rituals of sublimation to the undomesticated spirits 
of the local ground, Daoists smelt martial divinities out of demonic ore. In 
Canonization this very pro cess is fully described (see chapter 5).

Th e formative stage of the martial pantheons produces the backbone of 
the late Ming novel. Reconstruction of this history is facilitated thanks to the 
many rec ords of Daoists with a connection to the courts of Hongwu and 
Yongle. As representatives of the ritual forefront of their time, these ritualists 
each bring their own peculiar set of martial gods to court. By analyzing the 
par tic u lar (confi gurations of) martial divinities that are emerging during the 
late fourteenth and early fi fteenth century it is possible to rethink the history 
of the late Ming novel. In this respect the formation of martial pantheons is 
crucial: the specifi c lists of marshals and generals that often preface instruc-
tion manuals for martial ritual largely cohere with the lists of divine canon-
izations at the end of several Ming novels.

Imperial Questions Regarding the Realm of Darkness

Long before Zhu Yuanzhang governs China as the autocratic ruler of a new 
dynasty he starts laying the groundwork for a stable empire. As early as 1360 
he rebuilds Nanking as a city with imperial status.9 Clearly the institutions 
he seeks to form are not as exclusively secular as modern scholars have wanted 
us to believe:10 his po liti cal as well as legislative reforms have a strong reli-
gious aspect to them.

Some of these mea sures are intended to enhance military powers by means 
of divine support that is co- opted by Daoists and subsumed under the com-
mand of Daoist divinities. Th e earliest example of such practices stems from 
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the late 1350s, when Zhu fi rst crosses the Yangzi River during the civil war in 
which he has become a major player. Th e future emperor’s court historiogra-
pher, Song Lian (1310– 1381), rec ords that the generals of the warships of the 
fl eet that crosses the river each worship a local god called General Xu (Xu 
 jiangjun) on their boat.11 Song states that wherever their ships are headed, they 
gain victory. When the future emperor learns of the effi  cacy of this god in 
1358, he orders the construction of a temple that he places under the supervision 
of three eminent Daoists. In 1373, when Zhu revisits the temple as emperor, he 
issues an order to supplement the temple of the local god by constructing a 
temple dedicated to the Dark Emperor right next to it. Th e commemorative 
stele emphasizes the fact that the military success could not have been achieved 
without the assistance from “divine soldiers” (shenbing) of the local god.12

If this martial cooperation among warlord, Daoists, and divine troops 
seems locally limited, Zhu swiftly fortifi es his bonds with other martial gods. 
Among the most decisive steps he takes to ensure that the realm of spirits will 
be pacifi ed is his sequence of attempts to gain the allegiance of one of the 
highest authorities of expertise in martial rituals: the Daoist Court of the 
Celestial Masters on Mount Longhu. As it turns out, the forty- second patri-
arch of Celestial Masters, Zhang Zhengchang, is active in the realm of subli-
mating unruly spirits when he conducts a grand jiao off ering for the Th ree 
Primes (Sanyuanjiao) at his altar on Mount Longhu. Rec ords indicate that 
one such ritual is executed in 1359 in order to “sublimate the gloomy spirits” 
of war- struck Jiangnan.13 Soon after, the future emperor extends an invita-
tion to the Celestial Master, and many more are to follow in later years.

Zhang Zhengchang is the fi rst major Daoist authority to become the em-
peror’s direct advisor in matters regarding the realm of spirits. Th e initial in-
vitation to meet Zhu is extended to the Celestial Master in 1360.14 At this 
time Zhu is still far from any decisive victory. Although we know nothing 
about the response of the Celestial Master, apparently it does not discourage 
Zhu from sending a second missive to the Daoist patriarch during that 
same year. Now he states his belief in the ritual effi  cacy transmitted within 
the lineage of the Celestial Masters. He specifi cally refers to the Daoist com-
mand over the gods of Th under and the potential support this command 
entails for his dynastic enterprise:

I have heard that you, Celestial Masters of the Han lineage, are endowed 
with the Way and its Power. With your every move you can obtain the 
assistance of demons and gods. Within one breath, exhaling, inhaling, the 
Heavenly Way can be made to darken. Of the gods of Th under, none will 
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not obey your commands. With this you support the empire and help the 
people; you eradicate fi endish evils among them; you aid them in times of 
fl ood and drought.15

By mentioning “the assistance of demons and gods” and even referring ex-
plicitly to “the gods of Th under,” the future emperor is remarkably precise 
about the ritual support he expects from the Celestial Master.

Th e Daoist patriarch responds rapidly. In 1361 Zhang Zhengchang sends 
an envoy to Zhu in which he expresses his allegiance, saying that he “knows 
that the Course of Heaven has shifted.”16 Although Zhu will still have to 
fi ght several years of bloody wars, after that time he repeatedly invites Zhang 
for personal conversations.17 Moreover, from 1366 onward he becomes pub-
licly involved as a patron of the Celestial Master’s ritual practice, rewarding 
him for cases of great success.18 Th ese repeated interactions foretell a fi rm 
allegiance between the emperor and the martial gods whose protection he 
achieves by means of Daoist ritual.

After Zhu has become emperor, with his self- styled regnal title of the 
“Abundantly Martial,” in 1368, he simultaneously comes to “host all the 
gods” (zhu baishen) of the empire.19 He shows eagerness to learn about this 
facet of his governance; as early as 1370 he sends out a general inquiry about 
demons and gods, entitled “Questions about the Demonic Gods of Our Uni-
verse.”20 One suspects the emperor goes against the rules of imperial propriety 
when he asks various questions about the manifestations of demonic gods. 
Such explicit questions that take seriously the existence of demons go beyond 
the scope of the classical canon that is common in the public discourse of 
court offi  cials. Th e po liti cally correct thing would be to adhere to the famous 
Confucian adage of not speaking about anomalous forces or disorderly spir-
its. From this vantage point the emperor has but little choice other than to 
expect answers from Buddhists and Daoists.

Historical rec ords corroborate the suspicion that the emperor’s very gen-
eral fi rst inquiry is directed at authorities in those two religious groups. Aside 
from the allegiance sought with the Celestial Masters of Mt. Longhu, there is 
no evidence at this initial stage that the emperor privileges Daoist over 
Buddhist notions. Th e court historiographer Song rec ords that the emperor 
 addresses his questions to Buddhists as well as Daoists. With his decree in the 
fall of 1370 Zhu is said more specifi cally to ask Buddhist monks who under-
stand the theories of the Buddhist scriptural canon about the “conditions of 
demons and gods.”21 As we will see, comments on this same topic are asked 
from Daoists during the same year. In the Buddhist case he expresses special 
interest in texts from the Buddhist canon that could shed light on the matter.
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Yet his interrogation of Buddhists seems to have remained limited to the 
early years of his reign. Perhaps the emperor is dissatisfi ed with the answers 
or has other reasons to disregard much of what he learns; in his subsequent 
dealings with spirits there is little trace of Buddhist discourse. In the early 
years of his reign the emperor ordered several Buddhist masses for the dead, 
as has been well described by Natasha Heller.22 Mano Senryū has noted that 
although Zhu commissions grand- scale Buddhist masses for the dead in 1371 
and 1372, he nonetheless omits patronage of such masses in later years.23 
Timothy Brook provides some explanation for this lack of imperial support by 
arguing that Zhu implements increasingly severe mea sures to suppress the 
Buddhist clergy, so that toward the end of his reign “Buddhism was ruled out 
of playing any role in the composition of public authority, ideological or other-
wise.”24 Th is all seems puzzling, especially because scholars have emphasized 
Zhu’s Buddhist upbringing.25 Th en again, as Heller points out, the emperor is 
not limited to one religion only: “Zhu’s grandfather was a shaman, he himself 
lived in a Buddhist temple in his youth, and his rise to power began with his 
involvement in the messianic movement of the Red Turbans.”26

More concrete explanations for the discrimination against Buddhism 
and the increasing favoritism enjoyed by Daoism are provided by the em-
peror himself in the last years of his reign. In 1391 he condemns Buddhism 
to a position of irrelevance in demonic matters by enunciating a defi nition of 
Buddhism on the basis of the tenet that “its cultivation is best at getting rid 
of form and outer appearances, cutting off  cravings and desires, and binding 
the body to good [deeds].”27 Th at is, Buddhism is declared useful only in the 
pursuit of personal salvation. Daoism, on the other hand, is able “to prevent 
disasters and ward off  calamities, summoning demonic gods with extraordi-
nary techniques.”28 Th us, and this is crucial, it is obvious why the emperor 
feels he needs the involvement of Daoists in the construction and mainte-
nance of the empire: their rituals are thought to have a direct impact on the 
stability of his dynasty, based on their command over gods.

Song Lian subsequently rec ords that in that same autumn of 1370 “the 
emperor wants to ask Daoists about the circumstances of demonic gods.”29 
Unfortunately nothing can be found about the content of their response to 
this par tic u lar query. Yet while the specifi c details of the Daoist answers 
 remain shrouded in obscurity, the following years lead to a veritable pro-
cession of Daoists to court. First, after 1370 the emperor will once more invite 
Zhang Zhengchang to court for interrogation. And from that time onward 
the Celestial Master no longer remains the only Daoist court advisor. While 
Daoist historiographers do faithfully mention this last visit of Zhang to the 
Ming emperor, they omit the simultaneous invitation of another eminent 
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Daoist, Zhou Xuanzhen. Instead his presence at the Ming court is mentioned 
by Song, who describes him as a specialist in the Rituals of Th under.30 Zhou 
Xuanzhen, then, is the second major Daoist authority to become an advisor 
at the Ming court. As we will see, the formidable traces this priest leaves 
behind attest to the infl uential position he is given in the new Daoist institu-
tions of the Ming capital.

What does Zhu aim to achieve with these queries into the realm of the 
demonic? It soon becomes evident that the emperor’s inquiries during the fall 
of 1370 are not issued merely in order to satisfy his personal curiosity. Only a 
few months later he initiates his greatest ritual innovation, the “Altar for Bale-
ful Spirits” (litan). Th is altar forms the foundation for a sacrifi cial system aimed 
at controlling the dark realm; it is directly fashioned after Daoist models.

Th e Altar for Baleful Spirits and the Daoist Hierarchy

Th e attempt to contain the demonic spirits that pose a threat to the social 
order envisioned by Zhu is directly inspired by the Daoist liturgical struc-
ture. It derives its powers from a comprehensive absorption of the masses of 
autonomous spirits at the local level (territorial cult) into the sacrifi cial litur-
gies that are presided over by the City God and the gods above him, from 
Eastern Peak to Dark Emperor and Jade Emperor. Th e new emperor reforms 
his City Gods vis-à- vis the Eastern Peak, and the City Gods are made to 
relate institutionally to the autonomous spirits of local communities by 
 establishing the Altar for Baleful Spirits.

Early in his reign, as Romeyn Taylor has pointed out, the fi rst Ming em-
peror treats the City Gods “much as he was treating his generals; he invested 
them with titles of nobility in recognition of their military prowess.”31 While 
this is in itself entirely consistent with the kind of martial practices I de-
scribed earlier, very soon the emperor seems to take into account the par tic u-
lar Daoist conception of the City God: “A year and a half later, in 1370, the 
emperor reformed the cult. . . .  He abolished all the titles of nobility that he 
had just bestowed upon them, and ordered that they  were thenceforth simply 
to be titled as the [City Gods] of their respective cities.”32 Arguing that this 
constitutes a Daoist practice, Taylor fi rst notes about the Ming dynasty gener-
ally, “Pop u lar religious activity in . . .  temples of terrestrial gods was carried 
out under auspices of the Taoist clergy.” Th en he more specifi cally confi rms 
Henri Doré’s observation from the late nineteenth century that “the appoint-
ment of spirits as city gods had to be affi  rmed by Taoist priests.”33 Although 
the City God is already known as a Daoist institution during the preceding 
Yuan dynasty, the fi rst Ming emperor divests these gods of their locally spe-
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cifi c epithets and imposes the universalizing Daoist format of addressing 
them as divine offi  cials assigned to localities.

We have seen that several other divinities are placed above the City God, 
fi rst of all the Eastern Peak. According to Taylor, this much older hierarchy is 
perpetuated during the Ming: “As Shangdi’s spiritual viceroy on earth, [the 
Eastern Peak] was chief of the fi ve sacred peaks and ruled over all of the lesser 
territorial jurisdictions of the terrestrial spirits, such as the city, local, and 
domestic gods.”34 Th at means that even during the Ming dynasty the old 
divine hierarchy of the Yuan dynasty is maintained, delegating the authority 
over the lower echelons of the liturgical structure— from the City God down-
ward to the local, terrestrial spirits— to the Eastern Peak. Th e Eastern Peak is 
thus affi  rmed during the Ming as the higher authority that presides over the 
potentially baneful spirits of the empire’s many localities.

When Zhu rebuilds Nanking as a capital city, he almost immediately 
orders the construction of a majestic Capital City God Temple (du cheng-
huangmiao or jingshi chenghuangmiao), a project that is fi nished in 1370. Upon 
completion of the temple, Tao Kai (fl . 1347– 1370), one of Zhu’s most eminent 
court offi  cials and co- compiler of the Yuan dynastic histories with Song Lian, 
is eager to argue that the building of a new City God temple ought to be fol-
lowed by the construction of a temple for the Eastern Peak. It appears that in 
Nanking, as in many other cities, the cult to the Eastern Peak is spread over 
several “branch temples,” whereas the Eastern Peak of a capital city deserves 
to be located in a single temple of greater grandeur: “Tao Kai asked to trans-
form the branch- sacrifi ces for the Eastern Peak into one temple.”35 After the 
temple is built, it remains a major imperial sanctuary. In 1377 the emperor 
marks “the importance of the cult of the god of the Eastern Peak by sending 
a delegation including his nephew [Li Wenzhong] and two Taoist priests to 
off er sacrifi ce.”36 Th us the project of establishing the liturgical order for con-
trolling unruly spirits is made a spearhead in the early Ming formation of 
the empire.

Having confi rmed the perpetuation of the liturgical structure as far as it 
applies to City God and Eastern Peak, the “terrestrial spirits” and the “local, 
and domestic gods” mentioned by Taylor do not appear to be clearly circum-
scribed: Where are the unruly spirits that belong to the purview of City God 
and Eastern Peak? Th e answer is to be sought in the new Altar for Baleful 
Spirits that is instituted by Zhu. It falls entirely within this hierarchy.

Th e emperor’s actions toward establishing his ritual institution for con-
taining baleful spirits coincide with the time of his questions about demonic 
gods. During the twelfth month of 1370, only three or four months after the 
emperor has consulted Daoists and Buddhists, he fi rst promulgates his 
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thoughts on the sacrifi ces for “demonic spirits without a cult” (wusi guishen). 
Th ese baleful, roaming spirits originally belonged to humans who died un-
naturally and thus should be barred from receiving sacrifi cial off erings within 
their original ancestral lineage. It is for these unruly entities that he orders the 
creation of an institution called “Altar for Baleful Spirits.” Within the purview 
of this ritual institution the powers of unruly spirits can be contained.

Zhu distinguishes between altars of various levels, from the “Rural Altar 
for Baleful Spirits” belonging to the purview of the Territorial Cult all the 
way up through various administrative levels to the central altar in the capi-
tal, named “Great Altar for Baleful Spirits.”37 His idea is to provide roaming 
spirits with a place to which they can “return” ( gui) or “belong” to and receive 
regular off erings so that they may reciprocate with peace or even with alle-
giance. Th e idea behind this institution is that orphan souls will be at peace if 
provided with a dwelling. Th e classic antecedent used by the emperor to le-
gitimize this altar is taken from the Chunqiu zuozhuan: “As long as a demon 
has somewhere to return to, it will not be pesterous.”38 Th e compilers of the 
Ming Shi later refer to that same statement in their explanation of the altar.

Th e Altar for Baleful Spirits is a remarkable innovation for many reasons. 
Th e most obvious and perhaps even scandalous change it brings about in the 
ritual canon of the state is that it allows unruly, diabolic spirits to be included 
within the offi  cial, imperial system of sacrifi ces. Th e other unusual aspect is 
its radical diff erence from other sacrifi cial institutions that belong to the pur-
view of the Ministry of Rites (Libu), namely that it is not intended exclusively 
for sacrifi ces brought by offi  cial dignitaries but is also a site of communal wor-
ship. Every hundred  house holds are instructed to build an altar where they 
have to convene frequently and off er cooked rice. Th e number of days desig-
nated for these sacrifi ces is high: the three days after the Tomb Sweeping 
Festival during the second month, again during the Ghost Festival on the 
fi fteenth day of the seventh month, and fi nally on the third day of the tenth 
month.39 As virtually all Ming local gazetteers make mention of the exis-
tence of these altars all over China, it is clear that the emperor’s concern goes 
far beyond his own capital altar and that it ranks high among those of his 
regulations that are actually carried out on a large scale.

Crucially, the Altar for Baleful Spirits is explicitly placed under the direct 
supervision of the City God. Th e emperor’s plans for the sacrifi cial proceed-
ings to these roaming spirits prescribe that “on the main altar, the seat of the 
City God shall be placed.”40 Th is eff ectively means that the City God is the 
divine authority in whose hierarchical structure the baleful spirits are to 
be positioned. Befi tting his usual role of lower- level commander of local 
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spirit armies, the City God thus receives imperial ac know ledg ment as the of-
fi cial representative of Zhu’s enlistment of demonic spirits. In Taylor’s re-
search the intentions of Zhu’s project become clear when he speaks of his 
military expeditions; after his enthronement the emperor “also claimed that 
he had always prayed to gods of local mountains and rivers when embarking 
on military expeditions, . . .  that he had been assisted in his rise by all the 
spirits, and . . .  he off ered special thanks to certain [City Gods].”41 Tellingly 
even the last imperially commissioned Buddhist mass for the dead, in 1372, 
could not be started without giving notice to the City Gods and territorial 
cults of the region!42

Are fears of vengeful ghosts and desire for military prowess the only rea-
sons for the emperor’s decision to establish the Altar for Baleful Spirits? Of 
course we should not exclude the possibility, which Heller points out, that 
the emperor feels some form of moral responsibility.43 After all, orphan spir-
its commonly have died a miserable death and are banned from family sacri-
fi ces. However, in the public discourse of the emperor this kind of mercy is 
not apparent. Th e Veritable Rec ords contain a stipulation from the twelfth 
month of 1370 that focuses predominantly on the harmful powers of spirits 
who died in the war and who may not return to their family:

Th e emperor ordered the recommendation to perform ceremonies for 
those who died during the military uproot [of the Yuan– Ming transition] 
and  were left without posterity; their spirits did not have a place to 
dwell. . . .  Now, if demons lack sacrifi ces and do not have a place to return 
to, then they will cause harm. . . .  And if this kind of demons that has no 
dwelling will take possession of land or trees, it should not deserve wonder 
that they cause calamity and blessing for the people, so that they may en-
joy sacrifi cial off erings. I want to hold rituals of sacrifi ce for them; it shall 
befi t the capital, the kingdoms, the prefectures, provinces, districts, as well 
as the li and she to sacrifi ce to them. If we banish all the licentious cults of 
the world, yet ensure that those of the demons who have nowhere to attach 
themselves to will still not lack in sacrifi ces, then there will be no occur-
rences of calamity. Th at too is one way to rid the people from impairment.44

Commiseration seems to have no place in this discourse, avowal of the threat 
posed by revenant spirits all the more. Inclusion of these spirits within the 
imperial sacrifi cial system is articulated as the solution.

Several aspects of the emperor’s mea sures are remarkable. In the fi rst 
place there is the equation of those spirits of the wrongful dead with the spir-
its of earth and trees that are the major culprits for possession and disease at 
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the territorial level; these roaming spirits may “take possession of land or 
trees” and may subsequently “cause calamity and blessing for the people” in 
order to “enjoy sacrifi cial off erings.” Th is kind of rhetoric is almost identical 
to the formulation of Daoist liturgical order I explored in chapter 3.

In fact the ontology of the spirits worshiped on the Altar for Baleful Spir-
its seems to be formulated entirely on the basis of Daoist theology. Its basic 
premises are in coherence with the ancient notion of guqi (“residual ener-
gies”), the lingering “potencies” (ling) of human beings who have died a pre-
mature death.45 Th e fact that Zhu’s ritual policies are by no means limited to 
providing a channel to salvation for hapless souls is corroborated by an exten-
sive description of premature ways of dying. Th e emperor refers to the prema-
turely deceased both as “demonic spirits” ( guihun) and as “orphan spirits” 
( guhun), and he indicates that it is because of their inability to dissolve that 
they take possession of plants, trees, or human property:

Among them are those who  were wounded when meeting the soldier’s 
sword, those who perished in water, fi re, or at the hands of bandits, those who 
 were driven to death because other men took their possessions, those who 
starved in hunger or cold, those who died after others had taken their 
wives or concubines by force, those who died poor upon meeting unjust 
punishment, who passed away under the rage of pestilence, who  were 
harmed by wild beasts or venomous creatures, who  were pressed to death 
when the walls of their homes collapsed, and those who left no off spring 
after their death. Some of these demonic souls met their end in previous 
ages, others in recent times, some, in the chaos caused by the clamor of 
arms, had moved to other lands, and yet others had been cut off  from the 
inhabited world, deprived from sacrifi cial off erings since long. Th eir names 
are lost forever and the Canon of Sacrifi ces does not record what it has not 
heard of. Th ese orphaned souls have died with nowhere to dwell; and as 
their essential bone- souls have not yet dissolved, they coagulate into 
 potencies of darkness. Some rely upon grasses or take possession of trees, 
others produce bewitchment and anomaly. Th ey cry out tragically beneath 
the stars and the moon, and howl at times of wind and rain. Whenever 
they encounter a time of festival in the world of men, then they miss the 
world of light with their heart. Th eir soul benighted and nowhere to return 
to, their bodies sunken into the depth, they can only anxiously hope for 
sacrifi cial off erings. My words have been moved to this point, I have mercy 
with their misery. Th erefore I order that all the relevant authorities in the 
empire off er sacrifi ces at the appropriate times.46
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In this defi nition all spirits that have suff ered an untimely death are thus 
bound to become demonic and are abandoned. Th e conclusion is simple: the 
lingering forces of orphan souls must not be left to their own devices; they 
must be contained within some order. Commiseration is an afterthought.

Of the two passages translated above, the fi rst one includes the crucial 
comment that “licentious cults” are included in the massive reservoirs of 
“demons who have nowhere to attach themselves to.” As the category of “li-
centious cults” commonly applies to any spirit whose name is not included 
in the state Canon of Sacrifi ces (sidian), the gods worshiped in most local 
temples would fall within this category. Th us it appears the emperor is argu-
ing for a reform of the gods of “pop u lar religion” by including them in the 
ranks of those who receive sacrifi ces on the Altar for Baleful Spirits. To put it 
less neutrally: the emperor wants to include local cults within the system of 
state sacrifi ces.

From a reverse perspective, the emperor attempts to establish a connec-
tion between his offi  cial representatives on the local level and the gods that 
are present in the communities represented by these bureaucrats. Before tak-
ing up offi  ce in their new localities, Ming dynasty magistrates have to pay 
reverence to the City God in a ceremony that brings them in a position sub-
ordinate to him.47 Taylor even suggests that new offi  cials are thus forced to 
buy into the Daoist hierarchy: “When a new civil magistrate paid his initial 
visit to the city god’s temple and took his oath there, he was acknowledging a 
spiritually higher authority that had been validated by a Taoist priest.”48 Is 
the emperor thus expanding his favoritism of Daoism to the detriment of 
civil offi  cials at all levels?

Although Zhu may have a reputation for degrading his offi  cials, some-
thing  else may be at stake  here. While the visit of new magistrates to the City 
God is described in many Ming dynasty gazetteers and researched by various 
scholars, it is not commonly known that the Ming found er has the new offi  -
cials’ visit to the City God supplemented by many more visits to temples of 
local gods. In other words, the procedure of reporting to the City God is at 
least partly designed for the new offi  cials to acquaint themselves with the 
local spirits and to form a more or less offi  cial relationship:

To each of the authorities in the empire who have accepted their offi  ce and 
are about to assume their task: Before you arrive at a city, stay at some inn. 
First you will order a clerk from the chamber of rites to announce you. Th e 
local administrators and se nior citizens will all come out of the city to 
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welcome you; [this is done] so that the relevant shrines and temples of gods 
and spirits can be cleaned, and the off erings and ritual proceedings may be 
prepared awaiting [your] arrival. When [you] arrive, fast for three days out-
side of the city. On the morning of the fourth day the se nior citizens will 
lead you into the city so that you may visit all the shrines, everywhere.49

At each temple the magistrate reads a sacrifi cial address to swear his earnest 
intentions before the gods, asking them to punish him for his future fail-
ings, and prostrating himself.50 Ming dynasty gazetteers suggest that the 
City God temple provides the venue for the main ceremony.51 Th us “all the 
shrines, everywhere” in a city are included within a framework that becomes 
subordinated to the City God at certain times; on his way to the City God 
the offi  cial fi rst pays reverence to the City God’s underlings. Even though 
this connection may become manifest only at certain moments, the bond 
between the City God and the lower ranking divinities of the locality is acted 
out quite concretely.

Sarah Schneewind has argued that Zhu’s early policies vis-à- vis these 
local deities entail a strategy of “recognition and toleration, rather than the 
imposition of new values.”52 According to her study, the emperor has some-
thing at stake with these apparently lenient policies, namely the support of 
the local communities who worshiped their own local heroes. To “tap into the 
prestige of local . . .  deities” thus might earn him the ac cep tance of his dynas-
tic claims by local communities. Nonetheless further developments in the 
emperor’s policies show that local gods are still not easily accepted: offi  cials 
are forbidden to worship local deities, but the people are not— as long as 
these gods “help the people” who worship them.53 Th is clearly is not a very 
rigid diff erentiation, as the claim of divine assistance can be made by anyone. 
Ultimately, he prescribes offi  cial worship at local shrines when new offi  cials 
take up their position, while he generally prohibits offi  cial worship of unregis-
tered divinities.

Th ough the emperor’s policies thus seem to contradict themselves, they 
may in fact be designed to keep the two spheres of government distinct. Th is 
is also suggested by the fact that the emperor’s regulations prohibit his mili-
tary forces to become too closely involved with local gods.

Military Re- creation of the Spirits of the Past

Zhu’s concern over the allegiance of his military apparatus is wonderfully 
described in a prohibition from his Great Ming Code. Published in 1397, 
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most of its content represents the emperor’s legal regulations that have devel-
oped throughout his reign. Th is par tic u lar prohibition attempts to prevent 
military powers from getting entangled in local liturgical structures and the 
activities they or ga nize. Signifi cantly the prohibition is only a segment within 
a larger text that targets the “deviant practices” (xieshu) of those who practice 
rituals and style themselves “ritual master” ( fashi) or “shaman” (wu): “If sol-
diers and people dress up in the likeness of gods, while sounding the gong 
and beating the drum, holding festivals to welcome the gods: one hundred 
beatings with the rod. . . .  Th e ‘righ teous territorial associations’ during 
Spring and Autumn [Festivals] celebrated among the people are not within 
this prohibition.”54 Th e implication of this prohibition is paramount. First, 
the participation of imperial soldiers in religious celebrations is perceived to 
be common enough that the penal codes address it as a problem. Second, the 
prohibition specifi cally states that soldiers should not “dress up in the like-
ness of gods.” It appears, then, that in the early Ming period the involvement 
of soldiers in local religious activities can be characterized by their imperson-
ation of gods— exactly as described in chapter 3. Th is explains much about 
the ways in which the relationship between warriors and their warrior gods 
are confi gured: soldiers transform themselves into divine warriors.

From the perspective of the imperial government, Zhu separates his own 
military men from the territorial institutions, while allowing the local mili-
tias (“righ teous territorial associations”) to continue to or ga nize themselves. 
However, even the local militias are declared legal only within certain 
 pa ram e ters, as long as they act within the framework of the offi  cially sanctioned 
Spring and Autumn Festivals. Th is does seem to preclude their legal opera-
tion in festivals for territorial gods.

Military involvement in local festivals is declared illegal by itself; other 
penal laws even place soldiers in the same category as local exorcists. Th e rit-
ual masters (shiwu; literally “master shamans”) who practice martial rituals 
are disallowed from participating in local religious festivals alongside the 
military forces; both are barred from celebrating their (local) gods. Responsi-
bility is given to the elders of the territorial cult to report illegal participation 
of both soldiers and ritual masters to higher authorities— a form of responsi-
bility along a line of communication that looks astonishingly similar to the 
way the divine Territorial Prefect is expected to report the behavior of the 
local (martial) gods to his celestial superiors!

If village elders clearly know about an instance of a ritual master deluding 
the masses or military personnel holding religious festivals, yet they fail to 



146 Chapter 4

report this, then the leaders will receive forty blows. . . .  Whenever the 
“righ teous territorial associations” that the people establish respond to the 
religious festivals that rural folk hold for the Spring Prayer and the Au-
tumn Blessing, although there are gongs and drums, and congregations of 
people, they are not within the prohibition.55

Zhu attempts to disrupt the long- standing ties that have been forged between 
communal defense structures and the imperial guard. Th e knife cuts both 
ways: local or ga ni za tion remains local, and the institution of the imperial 
guard remains exclusively concerned with the orders they receive from the 
Ming court— not from some divine power (or rather the spirit medium that 
speaks with its voice) in the locality where they happen to be stationed.  Here 
too the activities of local militias in the context of Spring and Autumn Festi-
vals are condoned.

Still, the apprehension Chen Chun expresses in 1197 about the participa-
tion of military units in the “illicit theatre” of Fujian, as well as the fear that 
motivated the Yuan prohibitions to the same eff ect, apparently remain undi-
minished during Zhu’s reign. Prohibitions issued at separate occasions some 
time before the printing of the Great Ming Code confi rm that the Ming em-
peror specifi cally targets the participation of military men in religious con-
texts, especially when it comes to theatrical per for mances in which “military 
personnel dress up in the likeness of gods.” In 1389 the offi  cial armies are 
forbidden to learn how to sing or to stage variety plays (zaju) when this theatre 
would take classical stories as its topic and thereby “slander emperors, kings, 
saints, and sages.”56 In 1397 this prohibition is extended to include anyone 
who wants to perform theatrical per for mances of a historical kind. Clearly 
the theatrical roles declared to be illegal are precisely those of the great fi g-
ures from the dynastic histories, such as Kings Wen and Wu, the sage minis-
ter Jiang Ziya, and the emperors of the Han, among others:

Whenever entertainers perform zaju or xiwen, they are not allowed to imper-
sonate the divine likeness of the historical emperors and kings, imperial con-
sorts and concubines, loyal ministers and martyrs, the early sages and wor-
thies. Off enders will receive one hundred blows with the stick. . . .  Excluded 
from this prohibition are impersonations of the Way of Divine Immortals, 
as well as righ teous men and chaste women, pious sons and obedient 
grand- children, or those [plays that] encourage people to do good.57

Th is passage from the early Ming penal code clearly prohibits per for mance of 
variety plays and theatre scripts (xiwen) that have the kinds of historical top-
ics pop u lar in the Plain Tales.  Here too the classical canon to which the 
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empire publicly subscribes is separated from the kinds of divine powers that 
are thought to represent the territorial cult, namely the “Way of Divine Im-
mortals” (Shenxiandao). At least the theatrical (“unoffi  cial”) repre sen ta tions 
of the otherwise bone fi de ancient kings or ministers are not desired. Suffi  ce it 
to say that, while variety plays form a well- studied dramatic genre that is com-
monly mentioned in local gazetteers as the main type of theatre performed 
during religious festivals, the much less well- known xiwen are also “performed 
primarily at temple festivals.”58 Again the theatrical per for mances common 
in local religious networks are not allowed to muddle the standard historical 
accounts. As long as the local narrative remains preoccupied with the local-
ity, imperial history can continue to claim the empire.

Th eatrical conventions of that time confi rm the real danger of the powers 
associated with impersonating the “divine likeness” of historical fi gures em-
bodied on stage. A study by Judith Zeitlin suggests that theater around this 
time is not merely a dramatized depiction or portrayal of historical characters 
in a meta phorical way (in the metadiscourse of theater), but it is concerned 
with “bringing dead fi gures from the past to life.”59 Zeitlin cites a statement 
by the early Ming prince Zhu Quan (1378– 1448), the seventeenth son of Zhu 
Yuanzhang. Th is aristocratic playwright connects the physical entrance of his-
torical fi gures on stage with the notion of the “ghost doorway”— coincidentally 
a term important in Daoist ritual defi nitions of the stage: “Ghost doorways 
are the places in a theater from which someone exits and enters the play 
room. Th e reason the word ‘ghost’ is used is because those whom the actors 
dress up as are all people from the past.”60 Th us actors who dress up as “peo-
ple from the past” are subject to the notion of representing “ghosts.” With 
this in mind the impersonation of gods by military personnel is more simply 
understood as an appropriation of divine power. Th is is no secular repre sen-
ta tion of historical episodes in the disenchanted modern sense but an act of 
spiritual re- creation—the act of physically reviving the powers of the past. It 
is also a possible reason why the imperial government is negatively disposed 
toward the embodiment of historical characters on the theatrical stage: the 
canonical kings, ministers, and heroes are represented in a way that trans-
gresses their stable format in the text, or in the temple— they are made into 
objects of human manipulation.

Th ree Court Daoists and Th eir Th under Rituals

No cultural strategy illustrates the human capacity to manipulate divine 
beings better than martial ritual. Brought to life by consecration, deployed 
by means of military procedures, the martial gods of Daoist ritual are among 
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the most powerful presences that can be re- created during the early Ming 
dynasty. Th e emperors of this period have very explicit and exceedingly narrow 
interests in the gods of the Daoist Th under Division.

Th e emperor’s ambition to yoke the spirits of territorial communities for 
his own dynastic project leads to a fl urry of invitations to experts in martial 
rituals, especially the rituals of Th under. After his general inquiries regarding 
demonic gods in 1370, directed at representatives of the Daoist as well as the 
Buddhist clergy, and the broad institution of the Altar for Baleful Spirits dur-
ing the same year, the emperor seems to narrow the scope of his interest. 
From now on he is interested not simply in demonic gods generally but spe-
cifi cally in the demonic gods of the Th under Division.

As is apparent from his earlier letter to Zhang Zhengchang, his interest 
in thunder is not in itself new. In all likelihood the emperor would have been 
able to witness the Th under Rituals in his native region of Anhui as a child, a 
possibility that is corroborated by the case of the Th ree Masters Li from Anhui. 
Other local rec ords from the emperor’s native region show that there are more 
Daoists acquainted with Th under Ritual during the early fourteenth cen-
tury. One of them, a certain Hu Yuetan, is said to have received the rites of 
Celestial Heart as well as those of the Five Th unders.61 In keeping with the 
traditional target of Th under Ritual, he is credited with the successful exor-
cism of a fox spirit and a white snake.

By the early Ming these qualifi cations have become ste reo types that ap-
ply to all ritualists who appear at Zhu’s court; it is expected of Daoists that 
they confront demonic entities with the Th under Ritual. One of the ritual 
masters interrogated by the emperor about the circumstances of demons and 
gods, his second Daoist advisor, Zhou Xuanzhen, provides key insights for 
studying the ritual practice and ideology of the early Ming imperial court as 
well as of Daoism during the same period. Song Lian’s biographical sketch 
tells us that the emperor repeatedly invites Zhou to court and ultimately ap-
points him abbot of a new Daoist institute for ritual specialists who accompany 
the grand sacrifi cial off erings of the Ming. Zhou’s case is a prime example of 
the deep intertwinement between a so- called secular institution like the state 
and a so- called religious institution like Daoism. It shows that the Ming state 
is constructed on a demonic foundation and that Daoism is well equipped to 
play a role in state politics. It brings us back, moreover, to the cultural sphere of 
the late Ming novel, where the lines are blurred between imperial armies and 
stories about the spirit hordes commanded by divine marshals.

Zhou Xuanzhen (1328–?), the son of a yinyang master, is educated as a 
Daoist from the moment he becomes the disciple of an esteemed priest at the 
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“Temple of Purple Vacuity” (Zixuguan) in Jiahe (Jiaxing). He is fi rst trained 
in the martial rituals for “impeaching and summoning demonic gods.”62 He 
applies these techniques for the same purpose as numerous ritual masters 
before him, namely in the encounter with local spirits. According to Song 
Lian, he successfully exorcizes a fox spirit who has taken possession of a Bud-
dhist monk (sic!); another case involves the exorcism of a snake demon. 
Foxes, snakes, monkeys— these local anomalies (or “animalies”?) remain the 
ste reo typed target of Th under Ritual throughout the late imperial period.

However, Zhou must have appeared particularly interesting in light of 
the emperor’s concerns for baleful spirits. Before the Daoist is called to court, 
it is precisely in the context of orphan souls that he makes his mark. Th e rec-
ords depict Zhou’s rituals against the background of “roaming spirits who 
emerge to practice malice” as a direct consequence of the wars Zhu Yuan-
zhang wages in the regions of Wu (Jiangsu) and Yue (Zhejiang).63 When 
Zhou reads out the verses of the jiao off ering he stages to appease these roam-
ing spirits, fi fty white cranes come circling above his altar to indicate the 
success of the ritual. His accomplishment leads to an invitation by a military 
offi  cial for a rather ghostly ritual: the local brigade commander wants to 
communicate with his deceased mother.64 It also leads to his Daoist sobriquet, 
“Crane Grove” (Helin), a name that is commemorated in a rare painting by 
Ni Zan (1306– 1374), who depicts Zhou’s altar space.65 Another painting 
by Ni, no longer extant, depicts the Daoist himself. Ni inscribed a poem on 
the painting, acclaiming Zhou as an exemplary hermit and a powerful com-
mander of demonic spirits.

Song’s biography of Zhou reveals the exact traditions with which the 
Daoist is affi  liated. His initiation into the classical Great Rites of Lingbao 
(Lingbao dafa, related to funerary practices) is mentioned merely in passing, 
as if it amounts to no more than stating the obvious. Much more attention is 
given to his initiation into Th under Ritual, and it is  here that we can fi nd 
connections to existing ritual practice. Th e most eminent patriarch men-
tioned in Zhou’s ritual ancestry is Wang Wenqing (1093– 1153), yet given the 
great fame of this Daoist from the Song period we may have to take this 
claim with a grain of salt. A more credible claim, much closer in time, is the 
association to two Daoists we encountered in chapter 3, Mo Yueding (1226– 
1293) and his disciple Zhang Shanyuan (fl . 1280– 1294). Th e methods 
transmitted to Zhou must have been similar (or even identical) to the con-
tent of some ritual manuals from the fourteenth century that mention Mo 
(and Wang Wenqing) as patriarch.66 Song Lian’s biographical rec ords cor-
roborate the overlap between Zhou’s ritual practice and core ideas from these 
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manuals: both are devoted to the demonic Marshal Zhang Yuanbo, and both 
are intended to make this Marshal Zhang manifest by writing talismans.

Song claims that Zhou’s actual per for mances are introduced to the Ming 
emperor during the fi rst year of the Ming dynasty, 1368, when a drought oc-
curs in the initial capital of the new dynasty, Nanking. Court offi  cials summon 
Zhou, whereupon he decides to set up his Th under Altar on Mt. Yecheng, some 
kilometers north of the capital, and immediately produces torrential rainfall. 
One year later he repeats this feat, climbing his altar with his sword drawn, 
summoning the Gods of Wind and Th under.

In the ritual procedures that Zhou has inherited from Mo, rain rituals are 
well described. Scriptures from the Daoist Canon that belong to Mo’s lineage 
evince the fact that the par tic u lar god with which this lineage is associated, 
Emissary Zhang Jue (Shizhe Zhang Jue), is deployed specifi cally to help the 
“local earth’s Divine Offi  ces of City God and Territorial Prefect” to admon-
ish the local spirits and cooperate in the production of rain.67 In other words, 
this ritual works within the pa ram e ters of the Daoist liturgical structure. Th e 
mandate of Emissary Zhang Jue gives him the authority to carry out divine 
justice “if in any of the localities there are spirits who do not take the relief 
from drought as their urgent business and, instead, wantonly divide the ter-
ritorial boundaries of the region.”68 Of course the Emissary is assisted by his 
own pentad of southern Th under Gods, who each belong to one segment of 
the Five Quarters.69

Th e importance of Emissary Zhang in Zhou’s lineage is described in one 
biography that points out how the talismans for invoking Marshal Zhang 
form precisely the heart of the rituals Mo himself created.70 Both internal 
and external evidence thus suggests that the martial divinity most intimately 
associated with Mo’s rituals is Emissary Zhang. Indeed the earliest ritual 
texts associated with Mo make mention of no other martial divinity (except 
for various underlings).71 Th rough the rituals that Zhou introduces at the 
Ming court, the relatively unknown divinity called Emissary Zhang ends up 
as a martial protector of the empire.

Martial divinities from other lineages are found in later manuals by Mo’s 
successors. Specifi cally the triad of Th under Gods that becomes confi gured 
as Deng, Xin, and Zhang is now present.72 Th e fi rst of those, Deng Bowen, is 
usually ranked above Emissary Zhang, as chief marshal of the Th under Divi-
sion. We can say for sure that he has been long established as the head of the 
triad by the fi rst half of the thirteenth century. Two Daoists from Fujian, the 
famous Bo Yuchan (1194– 1229?) and the less famous Yang Gengchang (zi 
Piyun; fl . 1208– 1227), both edited scriptures with much attention for 
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Deng.73 We have already seen that both Deng and Zhang appear to have 
originated as autonomous cults in Henan. Th e other Th under God of this 
triad, Xin Hanchen, probably stems from Hainan.74

Yang Gengchang’s text describes the chief marshal at the head of a pen-
tad of minor Th under Gods; Bo Yuchan places him at the head of the triad 
Deng, Xin, and Zhang. Not much later, in a scripture attributed to Lei 
Shizhong (1211– 1295), the three do indeed appear atop a “squad of generals” 
( jiangban).75 And a text dated 1296 by Xue Shichun (fl . 1265– 1296) shows 
that by this time Deng, Xin, and Zhang are seen to cooperate in complex 
rituals.76 Th is triad is presented in the sixteenth century as underlings of the 
Dark Emperor in the early Ming novel Journey to the North (Beiyou ji).

If Mo’s rituals fi rst predominantly revolve around Emissary Zhang in the 
same way that Yang’s rituals revolve around Chief Marshal Deng, the pan-
theons established in the scriptures of their successors refl ect the trend to join 
ritual forces by confi guring larger pantheons on the basis of individual gods. 
In one ritual manual that claims descent from Mo’s lineage this triad is 
expanded into a quartet by adding Marshal Tao Gongji, thus constituting 
the fi rst known occurrence of the quartet Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao that is 
later canonized among a larger set of quartets of Th under Gods in the novel 
Canonization.77 Moreover in that same ritual manual another famous pair of 
marshals is included, Gou and Bi. Although it is not certain who wrote this 
text, nor how long it was written before its publication in the 1440s, the ex-
pansion of Mo’s martial pantheon with divinities from other lineages corre-
sponds to the synthesis of martial rituals that generally took place in the early 
Ming. More than merely attesting the surge of local spirits to a level of impe-
rial importance, Zhou represents precisely the kind of unifi ed liturgical 
 vision that has started to bring together the individual gods of local ritual 
traditions into well- known triads of Th under Gods like Deng, Xin, and 
Zhang— and Tao. Other confi gurations are formulated around the same 
time. If anything, this trend of constructing pantheons of Th under Gods 
shows that a lot of ritual eff ort is invested in synthesizing local traditions of 
martial gods.

It is hardly a surprise, then, that in 1371 the emperor shows that his quest 
for the awesome powers of thunder is not over, as he once more summons 
Zhou to meet him in the Martial Tower (Wulou) and inquires “as to the 
reasons for Th under being divine.”78 Th is time Zhou is invited to court on 
his own and no longer accompanied by his patron, Zhang Zhengchang, as 
was the case in 1370. Th e answer that Zhou gives to the emperor situates the 
phenomenon of thunder simply within the transformative interaction of yin 
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and yang.79 As the divine manifestations of thunder are made to fi t within the 
common indigenous understanding of the cosmos, it is hard to know whether 
Zhou’s reply is merely a trope or an attempt to normalize the ferocious pow-
ers of thunder within a standard framework.

From this time onward the Daoist involvement in state ceremonial is in-
tense, surpassing the realm of what may count as strictly Daoist ritual. For 
example, in 1373 Daoists from the Chaotian Gong are given the task of per-
forming the annual off erings to Heaven and Earth, Soil and Grain, as well as 
to the Mountains and Streams.80 Decrees from the emperor show that this is 
not a unique phenomenon during his reign.81 Zhou is appointed abbot of the 
Abbey of Divine Music (Shenyueguan), the imperial Daoist temple instituted 
in 1379.82 Th e musicians of the Shenyueguan are responsible for music and 
dance at the important sacrifi ces to the gods and spirits of Heaven and Earth, 
ancestral temple, Soil and Grain (all so- called Grand Sacrifi ces, dasi).83 Th us 
the emperor entrusts the ritual accompaniment of his most exalted sacrifi cial 
ceremonies to Daoists such as Zhou— a fact that has been lamented by other 
offi  cials deep into the sixteenth century.84

In 1371 the emperor asks Celestial Master Zhang to provide further 
knowledge about the demonic gods of the Th under Division. As the Daoist 
patriarch has increasingly withdrawn from appearances at court, Zhu orders 
him to send a reputable disciple to court whom he can interrogate about the 
demonic Gods of Th under.85 Zhang’s choice is a Daoist from Jiangxi, Deng 
Zhongxiu, who is the third major Daoist authority to become an advisor at 
Zhu’s court.

Th e Celestial Master must have known Deng Zhongxiu very well, as this 
man had been associated with the main temple on Mt. Longhu at least since 
1364.86 Song Lian specifi cally points out that Deng is well- versed in those 
techniques that can deploy demons and gods by summoning thunder or 
“raid demons and gods by charging [them].”87 Indeed he is credited with 
earlier successes of his martial rainmaking rituals, such as in 1356, grinding 
his teeth to gather the spirits while climbing his “Eight Trigram altar with his 
sword clasped,”88 and his victory over Chi You in 1369, ending a long drought 
with the help of his Five Th under Gods.89 Notwithstanding his mastery of 
those martial techniques, Song mentions in passing that Deng too was initi-
ated into the classical rites of Lingbao.90 All this ritual mastery gives him a 
reputation that leads to invitations from military as well as civil offi  cials in a 
large region of Jiangnan. Upon expelling a drought in the capital in 1372 he 
is called to court repeatedly and asked to take up residence in the Chaotian 
Gong, the imperially sponsored temple designated for the per for mance of 
Daoist rituals in the capital.91
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After the second Daoist court advisor, Zhou Xuanzhen, and the third, 
Deng Zhongxiu, in 1372 a fourth advisor is repeatedly invited for personal 
conversations with the emperor.92 Th is Daoist is Song Zongzhen, who “obtained 
the Rituals of Lingbao and thus could understand the conditions of demons 
and gods.”93 Song Zongzhen is given various high- ranking positions at the 
emperor’s capital institutions and is ultimately appointed chief executive of 
sacrifi cial rituals at the suburban altar, the mountains and rivers, and the 
“hundred gods” that epitomize local cults all over the empire.94 Th us by this 
time most of the greater offi  cial sacrifi ces are performed by Daoists; with the 
exception of Song Zongzhen, all the Daoist court advisors are famed for their 
skill in Th under Ritual.

Offi  cial and anecdotal rec ords narrate how the emperor himself is per-
sonally confronted with the wrath of the Th under Division. From edicts 
issued by the emperor we learn that in 1380 the court is shaken by an appari-
tion of the Five Th unders to the emperor inside the Forbidden City. Th e 
emperor is the fi rst to admit his fright and issues a general pardon, releasing 
prisoners throughout his empire. In the emperor’s own words, on the eve of 
the fi fth day of the fi fth month, “thunder has struck at Prudence Hall. We, 
the emperor, are very frightened by it. Because of this, we will issue a general 
pardon for all criminals.”95 A month later the magnitude of the event is con-
fi rmed when Zhu issues another decree, in which he openly assumes guilt by 
saying that he lacks virtue, that he has turned his back on the divine protec-
tion of the Seas and Peaks, and even that he has been neglecting the sacrifi ces 
to his ancestors. In his thinking this is why Th under has struck— or to be 
precise: the Five Th unders.96

Th e memory of the event apparently is long- lived and even occasions the 
publication of a lively short story about the matter. A late Ming author de-
scribes how, during a meditation session, thunder strikes unexpectedly right 
in front of the hall where the emperor is seated. Th e entranced eyes of the 
emperor see a fi gure who is three feet tall standing at the corner of the hall. 
With Zhu’s gaze fi xed upon its dark blue body with wings, the simian crea-
ture with fl ashing eyes bows deeply before him. Th en it soars off  into the sky 
and disappears. Th e emperor then informs his subordinates rather dryly that 
he has witnessed an apparition of the Five Th unders.97 Apparently this story 
attests to the Ming found er’s authority over the Gods of Th under.

In 1393 it is the turn of the most infl uential Daoist of the early Ming 
dynasty to be summoned to court, Zhu’s fi fth and last known Daoist advisor, 
Liu Yuanran (1351– 1432). Th ere is no doubt that his presence at court has been 
decisive for the enlistment of martial powers into the imperial institutions of 
the Ming, for the imperially commissioned Daoist canon in its version of 1444, 
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and therefore ultimately for the shape and content of late Ming novels. Liu 
Yuanran continues as advisor to several of Zhu’s imperial successors in Peking.

Th e Ultimate Court Daoist: Liu Yuanran 
and His Rituals of Sublimation

Liu Yuanran, the Ming found er’s last known Daoist advisor, brings a tradi-
tion to court that is as new as it is specialized in rituals of sublimation: the 
school of Pure Tenuity (Qingwei). It represents a type of Daoism that is open 
about its complex debt to local ritual traditions, with their local masters and 
local gods. In a seminal statement the early Ming spokesmen of Pure Tenuity 
propone the argument that martial rituals in their great variety all belong to 
the Dao and that even the Dao can assist people only by virtue of such ritual 
methods.98 Th e adherents to Pure Tenuity declare Th under Ritual to be their 
most fundamental method and invest it with ancient status.99

Liu’s most extensive biographical rec ords are in the Ming Histories. Th e 
compilers of the Ming Histories remark that he is “quite accomplished in call-
ing wind and summoning thunder.”100 Th is fundamental capacity earns him 
a call to serve at the Ming found er’s court in Nanking, where the emperor 
invests him with the more respectable title of Eminent Daoist (Gaodao) and 
off ers him residence at the imperial Chaotian Gong, just like Deng Zhongxiu 
before him.101 After the death of Zhu he leaves Nanking to move along with 
the Ming court of Yongle to the new capital city in the north, Peking. And 
after the Yongle reign he is honored by the Hongxi emperor (r. 1425) with high 
titles and regalia of the second rank. Finally, in the early years of Emperor 
 Xuanzong’s reign, Xuande (1426– 1435), he is yet again promoted; when he 
retires in 1432 the emperor dedicates an ode to him that is still extant.102 As 
one late Ming author has it, “Xuanzong was very fond of Liu Yuanran.”103 In 
other words, Liu’s role at court is not only prominent; it endures for four de-
cades, outlasting several emperors.

Th e ritual legacy this liturgist brings to court is monumental in scope; it 
is clearly marked by the education he has received. According to his biogra-
phy in the Ming Histories, his early years as a Daoist are spent in the Palace of 
Auspicious Omen (Xiangfugong) in Jiangxi. Other sources supplement the 
biography from the Ming Histories with further details. According to the 
Gazetteer of the Unifi ed Great Ming of 1461, he has served the Pure Tenuity 
liturgist Zhao Yizhen (?– 1382) as his master in the Temple of Purple Yang 
(Ziyangguan) on Jinjingshan (also in Jiangxi).104 According to this gazetteer, 
it is from Zhao Yizhen that he received “all the talismanic registers, as well as 
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Spells of the Great Cinnabar of Golden Fire.”105 As is well known, Zhao Yizhen 
was one of the formative actors in the Pure Tenuity tradition. To be able to 
claim that he was Zhao’s disciple would surely have generated considerable 
prestige for Liu. Th erefore, if a local gazetteer from Jiangxi claims that “only 
Liu Yuanran became the sole inheritor of [Zhao’s] Daoist tradition,” we need to 
consider this with some caution.106 Yet it seems to stand beyond doubt that he 
is among the few known Daoists to have indeed learned his mettle from Zhao.

Liu himself is less conservative in his training of apprentices, as he seems 
to have had many.107 By far his two most famous disciples are both recorded 
as such in the Ming Histories: the forty- third Celestial Master Zhang Yuchu 
(1359– 1410) and the later compiler of the Daoist canon of 1444, Shao Yizheng 
(fl . ca. 1430– 1462).108 Th e Ming Histories mentions that Zhang Yuchu “had 
received Daoist ritual (daofa)” from Liu.109 If it seems strange that a Celestial 
Master would receive his ritual training from an apparent outsider, there 
may have been good reasons for it: Zhang Yuchu inherits the position of 
presiding Celestial Master at the tender age of eigh teen, when his father, 
Zhang Zhengchang, dies in 1377.

Of all the Daoist advisors at the early Ming court, Liu’s liturgies can be 
determined most precisely. His training in Th under Ritual endowed him with 
the reputation of being able to control demonic creatures. While this capac-
ity to engage unruly spirits of all kinds may have been a basic prerequisite for 
Liu to be invited to the Ming court, it is ultimately not his most characteristic 
ritual accomplishment. Th e specifi c method for dealing with unruly spirits 
that Liu practices is called liandu (“sublimation”).

Liu inherited the Pure Tenuity rituals of sublimation from his master, 
Zhao Yizhen. It is a complex set of methods that, in the early Ming, has par-
tic u lar relevance for understanding the emperor’s ritual institutions for deal-
ing with unruly spirits. By that time the gods serving Pure Tenuity rituals are 
completely subordinated to the Th under Offi  ce.110 Among the more con-
spicuous characteristics of Zhao Yizhen’s ritual practices is the confl ation of 
lowly terrestrial spirits that dwell in rocks, trees, or animals with the unruly 
spirits of deceased human beings. It is a characteristic that reverberates in 
Emperor Zhu’s statement on the spirits who need to be lodged within the 
Altar for Baleful Spirits, which are similarly said to “take possession of land 
or trees.” It is moreover a characteristic typical of Daoist theology since early 
imperial times.111

Zhao Yizhen’s rituals of sublimation are commonly geared toward reliev-
ing orphan souls, spirits without a family, ostracized from the ancestral altar. 
Naturally, as we saw in chapter 3, animal spirits have no family name nor, of 
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course, family rituals. Animal spirits that grow very old do not “belong” to 
anyone’s family either. For that reason Zhao Yizhen and his successors defi ne 
the object of their sublimation rituals more broadly to include potentially any 
deceased soul or lonesome spirit, not just those of humans who have met a 
premature death. Although in the Pure Tenuity tradition orphan souls and 
other human spirits in the netherworld are still the main target of sublima-
tion, they are made to cross over into new life “together with the essence- 
potencies of mountains, streams, bamboo, trees, water, and stones, and also 
the demonic spirits and trapped bone- souls of open altars, shrines, and tem-
ples.”112 Apparently even baneful demons who are worshiped as full- fl edged 
temple cults can be sublimated!

In one of Zhao Yizhen’s manuals he explains that most laymen have not 
attained the spiritual advances of Daoists or other cultivated people. While 
entirely innocent of evil deeds, their insuffi  cient level of cultivation prevents 
their bodily soul from dissipating back into the natural cycle of death and 
subsequent new life. Instead their soul gets lost in a postmortem darkness 
from which it cannot disentangle itself. Fortunately for them, Daoist subli-
mation rituals off er relief. First, consider the unfortunate deviation from the 
natural course of a spirit upon death, the course that should normally lead to 
inclusion of a spirit within the ancestral cult: “When they die, their souls’ 
cognition gets confounded so that they remain stuck within the aggregate of 
their merit [?] and fl oat in the deserts of gloom. As they are unable to release 
themselves, they need to be gathered for sublimation; thereupon they can 
ascend into life.”113 Worse than mere entanglement in a state of suspended 
obscurity, the souls deviate from the natural cycle of the ancestral cult. Th us 
instead of fi nding a peaceful shelter on the  house hold altar where they may 
attain the quietude of increasing anonymity alongside other distant ances-
tors, these spirits remain suspended in a spectral state and start harassing the 
world of the living. Th ey become demonic, take possession of plants and 
trees, want to feed on living beings— in short, they pose a threat to the order 
of their respective society.

Th is passage from one of Zhao Yizhen’s texts is very general: it indicates 
the problem in broad terms, spirits who remain suspended between the worlds 
of darkness and light, and it indicates the cure in similarly broad terms: sub-
limation. In the following passage the problem of suspended spirits is further 
elaborated with all the sordid details one may expect to see in demonic spir-
its. Sublimation is mentioned  here too as the solution:

Th ey naturally follow the breaths (qi) of dark turbidity and submerge be-
neath the earth; then they become dev ils and demons. Others base them-
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selves in grasses or take possession of trees, and they practice pestilence 
and bewitchment. Some are born into the world, and become stupid and 
lewd people, with bodies and faces that are imperfect. Others are born 
among the barbarians, or transformed into abnormal species. Some essen-
tial spirits fl oat around, with their cloud- souls (hun) and bone- souls (po) 
still congealed they are unaware that their body and bones have decayed; 
they cling on to the desire of eating boys and girls in the world. Th ey have 
thoughts of taking revenge on their relatives. Th ey are as if drunk with-
out ever sobering up, they are as in a dream from which they will not 
awake. . . .  For those beings there are ritual methods of “sublimation” that 
[the Most High Old Lord] has bestowed upon the world of the living.114

Th e solution for this multifaceted problem of unruly spirits that Zhao Yizhen 
and his disciple Liu off er is always sublimation: the ritual transformation of 
orphan souls, demonic beings, and other unruly essences into more stable 
spiritual entities. It is exactly the kind of procedure that has great appeal to 
the emperor.

Th e procedures for ritual sublimation are primarily formulated as a way 
to elevate the miserable souls who reside in the darkness of purgatory. In all 
likelihood they are most widely applied in funerary rites as well as in the 
communal rites for deceased ancestors celebrated in the seventh lunar month. 
Th is festival with Buddhist as well as Daoist elements,115 generally referred to 
as the Ghost Festival, is known under one of its Daoist names as “Universal 
Cross- over” (pudu); it suggests a theological kinship with the rites of sublima-
tion. Yet while the importance of pacifying the dead may seem self- evident, 
there are compelling reasons for subjecting them to rituals of sublimation. 
Zhao Yizhen’s passage shows that the motivation to sublimate spirits may have 
less to do with a lofty sense of compassion than with a very real fear of the 
infl uence that the dead may have on the living. To make sure that this is not 
merely a fi gment of Zhao Yizhen’s mind, let us consider one more ritual man-
ual that explains the problematic disposition of spirits that are left roaming 
about. It illustrates the tendency of such spirits to form bands of noxious 
anomalies: “Some sink into the demonic realm, where they want to gang up 
with tree ghosts and wellspring evil; others follow the way of the Archde-
mons, where they hope to fl ock together with temple fi ends and altar anoma-
lies.”116 In other words, spirits that have not found a proper dwelling threaten 
to associate themselves with all sorts of evildoers, sometimes even attaching 
themselves to uncanonical altars or temples. To state it simply: according to 
this theological conception of the spiritual world, there is no diff erence be-
tween the realm inhabited by regular souls of the dead and by the anomaly 
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of orphan spirits and the realm inhabited by other kinds of essences or de-
mons, including temple cults that are not registered in the Canon of Sacri-
fi ces. Th ey attach themselves to each other and therefore are— literally and 
metaphorically— associated. Th e manual states that all of these spirits can be 
“returned to the correct” ( guizheng) by sublimating them.117

Th e pro cess for transforming an ostracized spirit into a spirit that may 
occupy a new space within society, the pro cess of sublimation, is very pre-
cisely formulated in the Pure Tenuity liturgies that are represented at the 
Ming court. Th e following excerpt is from a manual written after Zhao 
Yizhen’s death, possibly by Liu himself. Th e procedure is aimed at spirits 
who, for what ever reason, are in need of a new physical dwelling. Again, this 
may include any deceased soul or demonic spirit.

Extend an order to the relevant offi  cials of sublimation in the two Bureaus 
of Water and Fire, to have the Celestial Medic, the Supervisor of Life, the 
Arrestors, and other such deities descend all together. Dividing [the 
 deceased spirit’s] potency and dispersing [its] shape, gathering [its] breaths 
and bringing forth its soul— they secretly help this ritual, carry out the 
transformations together, complete [the spirit’s] body and restore [its] 
 appearance. Refi ne it with the froth of Flowing Fire (gold), casting bone- 
souls and molding cloud- souls; purify it with the water of Yellow Splendor 
(lead), eradicating the pollution of the dark; absolve millions of timespans 
of retribution, returning it to the womb to be born again. Th en it must 
visit the Southern Palace to receive transformation.118

Th is is what Liu may off er the emperor: methods not only to relieve roaming 
spirits from their dangerous state of suspension in between the worlds of the 
living and the dead but also to provide new bodily vessels to contain them— 
and control them.119 Liu’s rituals may transform a dislodged spirit into a new 
entity with a stable position in the order of the universe. As we have seen, 
canonization of such spirits as protective divinities is a common option.

Here the Eastern Peak returns into view. Although the inferno of the fi -
ery Southern Palace transforms unruly spirits by fi re, this is not their fi nal 
destination before receiving a new authorization to live.120 Th e authority who 
fi ttingly concludes the pro cess of sublimation is none other than the Eastern 
Peak; martial divinities bring orphan spirits before this god’s administration: 
“When the divine clerks of the Fire Court are arrayed in front of me, I beckon 
the generals and their clerks to lead the orphan spirits up to the Southern 
Palace. . . .  Now lead the orphan spirits ahead to the ‘Desk for Receiving 
Life’ of the Eastern Peak, and let them receive life according to their rank.”121 
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Th is pro cess, whereby the Eastern Peak allots new life to roaming souls that 
have been captured by martial divinities, is furthermore known in texts from 
diff erent strands of Daoist ritual.122

Th e dynamic of transforming autonomous, unruly spirits into new be-
ings with a stable position within the cosmic order is fundamental to the 
Daoist rituals of sublimation brought to court in the early Ming. And even 
though he is trained in a diff erent strand of ritual methods than those of the 
emperor’s second advisor, Zhou Xuanzhen, during the same time, Zhao 
Yizhen’s rituals similarly build on a structure that runs from the territorial 
cult, via the City God, all the way up to the Eastern Peak. Even in his most 
general instructions for preparing Th under Rituals he starts out by invoking 
the Territorial Prefect of the locality in question, as well as the Terrestrial 
Spirits and the Terrestrial Superintendent, before summoning the Th under 
Gods to the altar.123 For rituals with a more specifi c objective, such as incit-
ing the local dragon to produce rain, he adds the Offi  ce of the City God to 
the more regular Territorial Prefect.124 And, fi ttingly, the common practice of 
curing diseases requires the usage of a certain type of talisman that has to be 
applied specifi cally in the context of a temple for the Eastern Peak.125 In Zhao 
Yizhen’s liturgical structure, the Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak himself 
presides over armies of Th under.126 An incantation contained in another 
Ming Daoist manual also states that the Eastern Peak may bring down Th un-
der. Th e text is as specifi c as listing Marshal Deng Bowen, Marshal Yin Jiao, 
and Marshal Zhao Gongming among the gods that obey the Eastern Peak.127 
Th is line of command is precisely the kind of ritual connection that the Ming 
novel Canonization explains.

By now it should be clear that, to better understand the ways early Ming 
ritual antecedents lead to the late Ming novel Canonization, it is possible— 
and necessary— to map out the pantheons invoked by ritualists such as Zhao 
Yizhen and his successors. Th anks to these pantheons we can draw straight 
lines between Daoist martial ritual of the thirteenth and fourteenth century 
to vernacular novels of the sixteenth and seventeenth century.

Th e Dark Troops Canonized: Two Ritual Compendia 
of the Fifteenth Century

With the death of the Ming dynasty’s fi rst emperor in 1398 and the turmoil 
surrounding his succession, imperial interest in the realm of the demonic 
does not cease. To the contrary, the Yongle reign of Zhu Di brings a con-
solidation of the foundation built by the Ming found er and even further 
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expansions: beyond the deployment of martial gods for the purpose of con-
taining unruly spirits, the ferocious servants of Daoist practitioners are de-
ployed in the actual warfare waged by the Ming against military threats 
from the north.

In general the Daoist structure is fi rmly in place. Before anything  else, 
this is visible in the sacred order that is imposed on the religious landscape of 
Peking. Th e Ming Histories list a hierarchy of temples in the new capital of 
the Ming; it exactly reproduces the liturgical structure of Daoism. First 
stands the temple of the Dark Emperor, next comes the temple of the Eastern 
Peak, third comes the City God of the Capital, and fourth is the temple of a 
warrior god we have seen repeatedly, the temple of Guan Yu.128 Th e Eastern 
Peak in par tic u lar, as Susan Naquin has shown, is “the foundation for Pe-
king’s religious associations” during the Ming.129 Sacrifi cial off erings at each 
of these four temples are served by offi  cials from the Taichangsi, who, at the 
time, are Daoists. Later emperors continue to honor this Daoist structure. 
For example, the Zhengtong emperor (1436– 1450) personally writes com-
memorative texts for the stele inscriptions at the temples for the Eastern Peak 
and the City God on the occasion of the printing of the Daoist canon in 
1447.130 It is telling that, in the text for the Eastern Peak, the emperor forges 
a link to King Wu’s conquest of the Shang dynasty, citing the King’s “an-
nouncement” of his historical victory in battle to the Mountains and Rivers.131 
Th e Zhengtong emperor, like his pre de ces sors, apparently also understands 
the Eastern Peak in a context of victory in warfare.

Ritual ser vices from Daoists are also perpetuated on the more personal 
level of court advisor. First, Liu Yuanran is requested to follow the emperor to 
the new capital in the north. Th e Yongle emperor, moreover, invites a new 
Daoist, one who plays an explicit role in imperial warfare. Th is Daoist, Zhou 
Side (1359– 1451), repeatedly accompanies the emperor on his military expe-
ditions. As we will see, some victories are ascribed to his ritual contributions. 
Just like some of his pre de ces sors of the fi rst Ming reign, this Daoist from 
Hangzhou is also known for his command over very specifi c martial divini-
ties. Together with Liu Yuanran and some of his disciples, he leaves behind a 
vast body of liturgical writings in which the martial pantheons are formu-
lated in the same confi gurations as on the lists of Canonization.

In the wake of what are to become two golden centuries for Daoism, the 
reign of Yongle witnesses an extraordinary production of Daoist ritual. Not 
only are the hordes of Th under Gods increasingly brought into standard con-
fi gurations of three or four marshals, but these demonic divinities are used 
throughout many diff erent Daoist liturgies and prescribed regardless of de-
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nomination. By the beginning of the fi fteenth century the invocation of 
Th under Gods is not merely required in vernacular ritual, for exorcisms of 
demons, spirits, or other unruly entities, but even the most exalted forms 
of Daoist classical ritual have included the ritual presence of several Th under 
Gods as protectors of the ritual space.

Two ritual compendia exemplify this incorporation of vernacular tradi-
tions into the classical corpus. Of those two compendia, the Unifi ed Origins 
of the Dao and Its Rituals (DZ 1220) is probably compiled by Liu Yuanran, 
completed after his death by his direct disciple, Shao Yizheng. Th is vast body of 
ritual manuals is the largest single collection of texts within the Daoist canon 
of 1444. Although the editors present their own Pure Tenuity rituals as the 
most important tradition, they include most of the other major ritual schools 
that are known from the twelfth century onward. A very prominent role is 
reserved for Th under Ritual, particularly the liturgies of the Five Th unders.

Th e other collection of the Yongle reign may very well be the largest late 
imperial collection of ritual texts never to have been included in the Daoist 
canon: the Golden Book of Perfect Salvation Belonging to the Numinous Trea-
sure of Highest Purity, compiled by Zhou Side during the 1420s.132 Th ough 
this compendium has been ignored by most modern scholars, it is directly 
relevant for a contextual understanding of the Unifi ed Origins and serves as a 
fi rm basis for comparative analysis. It off ers full and detailed programs for 
almost any Daoist ritual that is current at the time. It is with the compilation 
of these two voluminous sets of ritual texts that vernacular, martial rituals 
from many diff erent localities in China are given a very prominent position 
within mainstream Daoism.

Imperial support is waxing. While Zhu Di expresses far stronger interest 
in Buddhism than his father did, he believes that the Daoist power to harness 
demonic soldiers is crucial to his military successes against the Mongols. It is 
partly because of such military reasons, it seems, that Zhu Di continues his 
father’s habit of forming personal bonds with Daoists. Similarly the transfer 
of the capital from Nanking to Peking (still at risk of Mongol attacks), and 
the large- scale construction of new shrines, temples, and monasteries that 
this takes, instigates a period of two and a half centuries of intense imperial 
patronage of religious institutions.133

One martial temple in fi fteenth- century Peking stands out, as a conse-
quence of the enduring imperial patronage it receives from the Yongle reign 
and into the Wanli reign. Th is temple complex is known later under its 
innocuous and generalizing name of “Palace for Manifestation of Effi  cacy” 
(Xianlinggong). When it is constructed under Zhou Side’s supervision it 
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consists of two main venues, one called “Temple of the Celestial General” 
(Tianjiangmiao), the other called “Hall of the Patriarch” (Zushidian); it is 
located to the west of the Forbidden City. Th e relevance of this temple for 
understanding the formation of martial pantheons in the early Ming is three-
fold: (1) the “Hall of the Patriarch” is dedicated to a major exorcist divinity 
called Sa Shoujian, and the “Temple of the Celestial General” to his legend-
ary disciple, Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang (Wang Lingguan);134 (2) when Zhou 
Side accompanies the Yongle emperor on his military expeditions, the mar-
tial rituals he deploys revolve around the tradition of Sa Shoujian and his 
major divine exorcist, Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang; and (3) the “Palace for Man-
ifestation of Effi  cacy” is the site where Zhou Side compiles his Golden Book.

It is on the emperor’s request that Zhou Side builds this temple, and it is 
also by imperial request that he resides there.135 During the short reign of 
Hongxi, in 1426, the temple is invested with the ominous title “Th under 
Hall of the Ninefold Heavens” (Jiutian leidian),136 whereas during the reign 
of Xuande (1426– 1436) the temple’s name is changed yet again, to “Abbey of 
Great Virtue” (Dadeguan).137 Finally, during the early years of the Chenghua 
period (1465– 1488) the designation “abbey” ( guan) is changed into “palace” 
( gong) and the epithet “Manifestation of Effi  cacy” (xianling) is added, eff ec-
tively changing its name into Palace for Manifestation of Effi  cacy. Th e tem-
ple soon becomes one of the most conspicuous ritual arenas of Peking: both 
the forty- fi fth and forty- sixth Celestial Masters start performing jiao rites 
at the temple,138 whereas the emperor annually sends offi  cials on several 
days to off er sacrifi ces to the Celestial Worthy of Th under and the Daoist 
Patriarch Zhang Daoling, among others.139 By the time Zhou Side dies in 1451, 
his temple and his ritual apparatus are widely renowned. With the demand for 
ser vices high, the Xianling Gong becomes a mainstay in the liturgical net-
works of Peking.

Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang plays a role in the formation of the Ming em-
pire. Th e fi rst instance of this god’s ritual deployment is known from the civil 
war that ensues after the death of the Ming found er. His appointed succes-
sor, Zhu Yunwen (1377– 1402), downplays the martial aspect of imperial 
rule. Clearly responding against the fi rst reign title, “Abundantly Martial,” 
he chooses to name his short- lived reign “Installment of the Civilized” (Jian-
wen, 1399– 1402). If this is an attempt to dissociate the ruling  house of the 
Ming from the martial emphases of its found er or to suggest that the ultimate 
realization of the imperial war against the Mongols is completed with his “In-
stallment of the Civilized” (echoing the founding of the Zhou dynasty by the 
“Martial King” and the “Civilized King”), his project is not long- lived. Th e 
irony is that Zhu Yunwen is beaten by the martial violence of Zhu Di.



 Demonic Warfare during the Ming  163

Th e future Yongle emperor follows the example of his father in that he 
establishes close ties to famous Daoists well before he is emperor. Th e relation-
ship between the emperor and Zhou Side exists from the time when Zhu Di is 
only the prince of Yan. When the prince is about to be defeated by his cousin 
Zhu Yunwen, a miraculous storm turns their fate, and the prince emerges 
victorious. In a study of the Yongle emperor, Henry Tsai points out, “Pop u lar 
accounts claimed that the prince used sorcery to conjure up the unseasonable 
weather and that his Daoist advisors countered the spells [of the opposing 
army- general] with magic.”140 Although Tsai does not reveal the source of 
this information, we do in fact have a more specifi c record about the Daoist 
help off ered to Zhu Di. In it Zhou Side is seen to deploy Effi  cacious Offi  cer 
Wang in support of the prince of Yan during the campaign against his cousin. 
Th e victory achieved by the prince is referred to as the “Quelling of the Ca-
lamity”: “When the Quelling of the Calamity began, [Zhou Side] protected 
[the prince of Yan] with his rituals of Effi  cacious Offi  cer [Wang].”141 Th e rest 
is history: the martial Zhu Di conquers his civilized cousin Zhu Yunwen and 
becomes the Yongle emperor; among his divine supporters is a martial divin-
ity called Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang (see fi g. 7).

Figure 7. Effi  cacious Offi  cer 
Wang (Wang Lingguan) in a 
menacing posture. Late Qing 
Daoist ritual scroll from 
Central Hunan. Photograph by 
author and Patrice Fava.
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It is not just emperors like Zhu Yuanzhang and Zhu Di who deploy Dao-
ists for actual military assistance; offi  cials engage them too. Th e Ming Histo-
ries narrates a case from the fi rst years of the Yongle period in which a famous 
military offi  cial, Hu Ying, “recommended Daoist Master Yang Migao, who 
understood the ‘martial methods of Yin and Yang,’ to make him guard the 
frontiers.”142 What ever methods this Daoist has mastered, there is no doubt 
that his powers are also based on martial divinities of some kind— possibly 
the same as Zhou Side’s.

Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang is of course not the only martial god who has 
helped establish the Yongle reign. Th e new emperor believes that his victory 
in the civil war was achieved with the aid of the Dark Emperor. Even more 
explicitly than the fi rst Ming emperor, the Yongle emperor expresses the 
conviction that he has been “aided by manifestations of the god [Dark 
 Emperor].”143 Th e belief that the Ming dynasty owed its success partly to the 
Dark Emperor may have been widespread.144 Indeed among the very fi rst 
ceremonial acts ordered by the victor is a sacrifi ce to the Dark Emperor by 
one of his father’s court Daoists, none other than Zhou Xuanzhen.145 Even 
more remarkable, as John Lagerwey points out, after the Yongle emperor 
“each successive emperor, upon ascending the throne, sent a ‘sacrifi cial 
writ’ to announce his accession to the [Dark Emperor].”146 Th is corroborates 
the institutionalization of the Dark Emperor as martial high god of the 
Ming empire.

Yongle’s reliance on the martial methods of Zhou Side continues after 
the establishment of his reign. Th e Gazetteer of the Unifi ed Great Ming men-
tions that Zhou “followed [the emperor] to protect him on his Northern 
Expeditions.”147 Other Ming sources forward the signifi cant claim that Zhou 
contributes to the success of each of Yongle’s fi ve campaigns into Mongolia 
between 1410 and 1424. Tian Rucheng ( js. 1526) credits Zhou with actual 
success by stating that he “followed [the emperor] to protect him on his 
Northern Expeditions. Th ere are numerous rec ords of the eff orts he made.”148 
We may assume that if his eff orts had been deemed a failure, they would not 
have been recorded— or at least he would not have repeatedly accompanied 
Yongle on his expeditions. During the Jiajing reign a Daoist belvedere in the 
county of Renhe (present- day Zhejiang) is dedicated to the memory of his 
“successes in protecting the emperor on his Northern Expeditions”: the “Ab-
bey of the Precious Ultimate” (Baojiguan).149 Tian Rucheng incidentally re-
c ords that Zhou mastered “Five Th under Rituals.”

Ritual is of paramount importance. Th e rec ords mention that Zhou prac-
tices the rituals involving Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang. Among the ritual pan-
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theons of Zhou’s Golden Book it is evident that one of the most prominent 
martial divinities that he has available for summoning is indeed Effi  cacious 
Offi  cer Wang. In the Golden Book he is invoked individually as a Th under 
Divinity with the elaborate canonical title “Marshal Wang, Heavenly Inspec-
tor of the Court of Fiery Th under, the Vermilion Hearted, the Good and 
Faithful.”150 We can conclude that the ritual manuals are consistent with the 
historical rec ords.

But there is more, namely the direct relevance of Zhou’s rituals for under-
standing the ritual formation of Canonization. Despite the public preemi-
nence of Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang in historical rec ords, the martial pantheons 
invoked throughout Zhou’s liturgies include a broad array of Th under Gods, 
and they clearly presage the confi guration of the Th under Division as it will 
be promoted two centuries later in Canonization. Th ey revolve around two 
quartets of marshals (or Celestial Lords, Tianjun): fi rst Deng, Xin, Zhang, 
and Tao; then Pang, Liu, Gou, and Bi. Much more consistently than ever 
before, the Th under Division is now confi gured with standard platoons of 
four marshals each. For example, in a jiao off ering dedicated to the Dark Em-
peror, we fi nd Marshal Deng at the head of the “Four Great Celestial Lords of 
Th underclap: Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao.”151 A similar confi guration is found 
in a jiao for the Celestial Worthy of Th under.152 Th is par tic u lar confi guration 
as a group of four is a distinctly early Ming phenomenon; it attests to the trend 
of standardization that characterizes the Ming traditions represented at court, 
those ascribed to Mo Yueding and Zhao Yizhen. Marshal Deng is still por-
trayed as an autonomous Th under God in the oldest texts of the compendium 
Unifi ed Origins, dating back at least to the twelfth century.153 In its confi gura-
tion as a triad with Marshals Deng, Xin, and Zhang, the group occurs 
throughout most Th under traditions since the thirteenth century, and each of 
these three gods has a separate ritual text— arranged together as a set of three 
texts— in the Unifi ed Origins.154 Aside from Zhou’s liturgies, the earliest texts 
that invoke Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao as a quartet are two manuals from the 
late fourteenth or early fi fteenth century.155

Th ese latter two manuals also already expand Th under pantheons to 
include Marshals Gou and Bi, who are included in the next quartet on the 
list in Canonization. In the Golden Book too, with Pang and Liu, they con-
stitute the “Four Great Celestial Lords of the Th under Gate: Gou, Bi, Pang, 
and Liu.”156 Just like the previous group led by Deng, these pairs occur fre-
quently in Unifi ed Origins and Forgotten Gems, especially Gou and Bi in the 
Pure Tenuity rituals. Th e Pure Tenuity texts that constitute the fi rst fi fty- fi ve 
chapters of the Unifi ed Origins invoke the couple Gou and Bi, who are in all 
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cases accompanied by Deng, Xin, and Zhang from the fi rst quartet.157 Only 
one text in Unifi ed Origins summons the powers of more Th under marshals 
from these two quartets, namely Deng, Xin, and Zhang, together with Pang, 
Liu, Gou, and Bi (and coincidentally also Yin Jiao, Zhao Gongming, Guan 
Yu, and Wen Qiong).158 Again the trend found in the Golden Book and per-
petuated in Canonization points to the formation of standard platoons (quar-
tets) by drawing on individual Th under Gods, couples, or triads from Unifi ed 
Origins. Th is increased elaboration of pantheons by combining quartets into 
even larger groups is fi rst attested in the liturgies of the Golden Book: the fi rst 
eight gods of the Th under Division as it is listed in Canonization are invoked 
in the pantheons of Zhou Side, the Yongle emperor’s Daoist guardian.

Th e liturgical structure to which Zhou subscribes entirely corresponds to 
the Daoist vision of divine order. In most of the major ritual programs that 
the Golden Book presents, the divinities involved include Territorial Prefect, 
City God, Eastern Peak, and Jade Emperor.159 While there are usually several 
other divine authorities involved, such as the Great Year, these representatives 
of the Daoist liturgical structure are present in most cases. Th e fact that these 
form a hierarchy is obvious from the order in which they are mentioned and 
the bureaucratic formulas by which they are addressed. Th e Jade Emperor is 
“memorialized” (zou) before all others; the Eastern Peak receives a “petition” 
(shen); then the City God is “dispatched” (die); fi nally the Territorial Prefect 
is “dispatched” too.

It is in this sphere of early Ming martial pantheons and their divine supe-
riors that the pantheons of Canonization belong. Th e novel’s pantheons are 
confi gured around identical divinities as in actual Daoist ritual and also 
 directly headed by the Eastern Peak. Th anks to the Golden Book, together with 
Unifi ed Origins and Forgotten Gems, we recognize those pantheons as stan-
dard confi gurations in Daoist ritual that crystallize in the early Ming. Th e 
attribution of these pantheons to the specifi c authority of the Eastern Peak 
moreover reveals that the novel Canonization is referring to Daoist ritual in 
ways that adhere strictly to specifi c liturgical formats and revolve around the 
same discourse of transforming unruly spirits by means of sublimation. Can-
onization thus narrates the histories of the pantheons it deifi es at the end of 
the book, when all the battles are over.

Other novels refl ect this same standardization, as if it has already reached 
a status quo by the early fi fteenth century. Take the fi rst eight gods that make 
up the sequence of Th under Gods deifi ed in the Th under Division of Canon-
ization as well as in the Golden Book, namely Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao; 
Pang, Liu, Gou, and Bi. Th ese are found in the same confi guration in Journey 
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to the West, Quelling of the Demon, Eunuch Sanbao’s Rec ords of the Western 
Seas, and Journey to the North. Th e cultural realm validated in Canonization 
really exists as an actual sphere within which these gods circulate. If Canon-
ization represents a standardization of the ritual repertoire that revolves 
around the Eastern Peak and his martial underlings, then the book appar-
ently must be understood as its narrative explication— a story that establishes 
the relationships between gods of diff erent backgrounds with diff erent ranks 
and that claims their interrelatedness.

It is by means of narratives such as these novels that some of the most 
disparate aspects of late Ming reality can be or ga nized within singular epis-
temological frameworks. In the next chapter I explore these realities and the 
frameworks that structure them. Canonization emerges as one popularly 
available narrative for explaining the structure of social or ga ni za tion that 
binds local communities to gods, gods to ritual repertoires, and ritual reper-
toires to larger liturgical dynamics of unifi cation. On occasions when these 
communities or ga nize themselves to express their cohesion (that is, during 
crises or during festivities), the narrative of Canonization off ers a way to 
imagine how even the remotest hinterland is part of a greater, sacred empire.
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A Relational Framework

What is it that novels do? Th e answer to this question can be found by apply-
ing a historical perspective to the stories that Ming novels tell. Such a perspec-
tive necessarily has a double edge: not only do we need to situate the novel’s 
narratives in a historical context and relate them to it, but we also need to 
take seriously the fundamental fact that many Ming novels are essentially 
reworked versions of Chinese history. We must try to grasp the par tic u lar 
manner in which they recount their history. Th e specifi c pre sen ta tion of Can-
onization may revolve around a hallowed episode of imperial history (perhaps 
the most hallowed), yet the morality of its classical narrative is blemished 
by the way it deviates from the offi  cial rec ords. Canonization places gods 
of lowly origins against an exalted background of sacred history. Moreover, 
deviating even further from ste reo typed ideas about classical civilization, it 
stipulates the coherence of these gods with the practice of Daoist, martial 
ritual in the Ming.

Th e problem of what Canonization does, then, is resolved by understand-
ing the book as a textual elevation of a ritual repertoire of martial gods; 
 although the book claims to be po liti cally correct in its adherence to the ex-
emplarity of the Zhou dynasty, it uses this orthodox history to codify the 
 liturgical structure of late imperial Daoism— a form of Daoism that has 
 absorbed local, martial gods within its actual practice, albeit as relatively low- 
ranking guardians of “classical” Daoist ritual. Th is dual repertoire, vernacu-
lar and classical, is narratively coupled by means of the authority of the Great 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak. While the book explicitly canonizes the martial 
gods of vernacular ritual, it codifi es them as a well- structured army of divine 
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warriors who belong to the authority of the Eastern Peak. In turn it is the 
Eastern Peak who represents both the historical formation of temple networks 
and the point of access to the higher powers in the Daoist hierarchy of gods.

Th e novel addresses this par tic u lar ritual structure for a good reason: it 
off ers a framework for coherently understanding the complex world of the 
sacred and the ritual professionals who work in it. In the religious landscape 
of late imperial China, with its hundreds of diff erent gods and its hundreds of 
thousands of temples, any vantage point always off ers a fragmented view or 
a sense of diversity without clear coherence. As Susan Naquin shows in her 
study of Ming and Qing dynasty Peking, temples are hardly ever explicitly 
linked with other temples, except for temples related to the Eastern Peak, which 
are “understood as parts of a network that radiated out from (and drew pil-
grims to) one center.”1 But even in rare cases when such connections are man-
ifest, each temple commonly lodges dozens of secondary gods in addition to 
the focal god on the main altar. How should we understand their relation-
ship to each other? Local communities may know the social connections 
 between temples as they are annually acted out in pro cessions and pilgrim-
ages, but what about the origins of these connections? What exactly are the 
sacred alliances between gods? It is in this variegated religious landscape that 
Canonization off ers a substantive explanation, one that connects ritual reper-
toires to temple networks— a relational framework.

Th is relational framework explains the kinship between nominally unre-
lated entities and also functions as a model for emulation that structures the 
relationship of communal groups (such as local militias) with the gods who 
empower them.

Canonizing the Ritual Powers of the Eastern Peak

In the case of Canonization, the canonized object consists of an entire reper-
toire of martial ritual. Th is is a matter of broad concern in Ming society. 
Even though the subjection of the martial pantheons to the Eastern Peak 
may at fi rst sight seem of relevance only to ritual professionals such as Dao-
ist priests or vernacular masters, the rituals implied by these pantheons are 
so pop u lar during the Ming, and temples for the Emperor of the Eastern 
Peak so ubiquitous and so tightly interwoven with local religious life, that 
the relational framework of the novel would off er a unifi ed vision for the 
population at large who otherwise are not acquainted with systematic visions 
of their socioreligious environment. Th erefore, rather than specifying the 
many individual gods that are associated with the Eastern Peak in diff erent 
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localities, Canonization authenticates the ritual repertoire that is widely 
practiced under the auspices of the Eastern Peak by priests throughout the 
Ming empire.

Th e Eastern Peak temple is embedded in local society as a hub for local 
communities and their ritual masters. Th e basic features of this structure 
have been laid out for the Yuan and early Ming in chapters 3 and 4, but the 
abundance of sources for the Ming dynasty allows for a much more detailed 
analysis, especially in terms of the relationship between temples of the East-
ern Peak, local society, and the vernacular narrative of Canonization. What 
we have already observed about ways the Eastern Peak is connected to local 
communities during the Yuan dynasty also applies to the Ming. Richard Von 
Glahn has argued that during the Ming dynasty the Eastern Peak constitutes 
much more than merely a Daoist temple for Daoist adepts. He shows that 
several communal festivals and seasonal ceremonies are celebrated at the 
Eastern Peak temple in Puyuan (Zhejiang), even if these are not nominally 
related to Daoism or the Eastern Peak. On those occasions the statues “of the 
gods in each [residential] ward  were brought to the two main temples [of 
Eastern Peak and Dark Emperor] so that these lesser gods too could enjoy the 
spectacle.”2 Clearly the temple hierarchy of Daoism acts as the thread that 
connects these otherwise disparate communities.

To this integrative dynamic must be added the apotropaic function on 
which such a divine network is based; the Eastern Peak would off er local 
protection by means of its manifold armies of darkness. In turn it seems that 
this divinity would receive the largest share of sacrifi ces off ered by territorial 
networks in much of Ming China. Temples of the Eastern Peak emerge as the 
sacred sites around which important communal festivals revolve, around 
which local communities or ga nize themselves, and from which local defenses 
derive their divine protection. One important reason for this is of course that 
at least since the early twelfth century, the Eastern Peak is the divine author-
ity that confers “dark soldiers” to Daoist priests.3 In the Eastern Peak’s capac-
ity as supervisor over the souls of the deceased, his rule over an enormous 
reservoir of dark spirits makes him indispensable for the enlistment of spirits 
into the divine armies of ritualists. It is the Eastern Peak who stands at the 
apex of the trajectory that orphaned spirits must traverse before being reborn 
into a new status. It is also the Eastern Peak who commonly serves as the divine 
offi  cer who must be petitioned for these troops to be dispatched. Regardless of 
the bureaucratic division to which they belong specifi cally (Th under Division, 
Plague Division,  etc.), the Daoist liturgies of the fourteenth century and after 
prescribe that they are directly supervised by the Eastern Peak.4
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On local levels the Daoist’s capacity to exert power over spiritual soldiers 
is remarked upon even by literati authors, although they condemn this prac-
tice. Th e compilers of one Ming local gazetteer from Hunan record that the 
local ritual masters of this region “collect dark soldiers to construct the lower 
altar,” thus explaining the practice of installing martial guards on the ground 
to protect the altar.5 Local rec ords from that region also narrate the case of a 
ritualist who continues posthumously— deifi ed as a local god— to deploy his 
martial spirits in order to chase away pirates.6 Cases of deifi ed ritual masters 
who posthumously protect their locales are known elsewhere in China too.7

In general, however, rec ords of local guardians who deploy dark soldiers 
against bandits usually mention only the god under whose tutelage the mili-
tary expedition is executed, omitting the ritualists and even the local militias. 
As we have seen in previous chapters, however, that does not mean that the 
deployment of Daoist spiritual troops against outside intruders is not a mat-
ter of ritual protection during actual physical battle. Th at is, although the 
martial gods are credited with the victory, the actual battle is fought by real 
men— real warriors and real ritualists. Explicit examples of this confi gura-
tion include a local god who “used his dark soldiers to help [the Song dynasty 
general] Xin Xingzong quell bandits.”8 Despite the god’s assistance, the bat-
tles fought by Xin’s troops are physically real. At other times local divinities 
are said to support their local militia. Take the case of the god named “Grand 
Protector Li” (Li Taibao), known as a “divinity who has led the righ teous 
troops” against an outside invasion.9  Here the physical reality of the troops is 
acknowledged, but they are said to operate under the tutelage of the god. 
Many such cases are recorded.10

Much of the local reservoir of martial spirits is incorporated in the litur-
gical structure of Daoism. Th is recruitment of local spirits is an important 
area of interaction between so- called pop u lar religion and Daoism. Literati 
have left a wealth of rec ords that provide insights into the way this interac-
tion and incorporation is imagined during the Ming dynasty. Yet the Daoist 
ritual structure is not always made overt; often it is merely implied. Take the 
following commemorative record of miracles performed by a divinity referred 
to as “Divine Lord Yu” (Yu Shenjun) of present- day Zhejiang, written by the 
Ming found er’s court historiographer, Song Lian:

Sometime during the Xuanhe reign (1119– 1126), Fang La was rebelling. 
His reputation rocked the region east and west of the river Zhe, and many 
bad youngsters  were willing to gang up and follow him. Th e Divine Lord 
descended into a medium and said: “Th e High God has summoned me to 
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lead the divine troops of the Ninefold Heavens and obliterate these ban-
dits. Th eir ilk will have to change soon, lest they be turned into dust.” 
Before long, people came in from the roads, saying that when the bandits 
had heard a whooshing sound of wind and water, and when they seemed 
to see millions of armored riders descend from the sky, then they all aban-
doned their weapons and hid away. Th e offi  cial troops subsequently fl at-
tened them out.11

Note how it is the seeing of divine warriors that makes the enemy fl ee so that 
the regular troops can fi nish them off . Daoist priests appear to be entirely 
absent.

On the surface the story of Divine Lord Yu’s victory is very local. A rather 
obscure divinity of some anonymous locality in Zhejiang announces a mira-
cle in words uttered by a temple medium— a miracle that ultimately is imple-
mented physically by the “offi  cial troops.” However, in various ways the story 
reveals a much broader context. Th e mere fact that the feat of this god is 
recorded by the eminent Song Lian— who even defends the moral status of 
the god in a diff erent part of the record— shows that the divinity is not so 
limited in the scope of his charisma. More pertinent for the god’s inclusion 
into the martial hierarchy of Daoism are the words ascribed to the spirit me-
dium, who uses the same discourse as that used in Daoist ritual. In the fi rst 
place is the Divine Lord’s subordinate position relative to the highest celestial 
authority, the High God, who was by Ming times understood as the Jade 
Emperor. In simple terms this means that we are not dealing with an unruly 
spirit who refuses to comply with celestial authority, one who has not yet 
been caught by the nets of the heavenly forces; he has already admitted to his 
lower position. Th at leads to the second point, namely the fact that the local 
god’s position of inferiority is perceived as an offi  cial, bureaucratic relation-
ship: the High God “summons” (xi) the Divine Lord. Although it is common 
bureaucratic language, in the context of divine lines of command it is reserved 
predominantly for the exertion of Daoist ritual authority. Th e bureaucratic 
language would have no eff ect outside of a ritual hierarchy. Finally, the troops 
commanded by the local saint are labeled as “divine troops of the Ninefold 
Heavens,” a label largely associated with Daoist divinities.

Generally the incorporation of such local spirits into the liturgical struc-
tures of Daoism would fall under the authority of the Eastern Peak. Aside 
from the nameless masses of lonely spirits discussed in chapters 3 and 4, sev-
eral famous fi gures from Chinese history are known for their deifi cation as 
lieutenants of the Eastern Peak. Examples are abundant, such as the Tang 
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dynasty hero Zhang Xun (709– 757), as well as his companions Lei Wanchun 
(?– 757) and Nan Jiyun (712– 757). Temples to Zhang Xun cum suis are found 
throughout late imperial China.12 Ritual manuals state that Zhang is one of 
the foremost servants of the Eastern Peak,13 while his companions are fre-
quently invoked alongside him, sometimes manifested as a group of fi ve 
Th under Gods.14 In Huizhou, Zhang’s underlings are none other than the 
Five Furies (Wuchang), who are “placed at the bottom of local pantheons.”15 
Among the many tasks Zhang performs is the pursuit of the City Gods, 
making sure that they arrive quickly when needed.16 Th is coupling between 
Zhang Xun and Eastern Peak is also refl ected in the actual constellation of 
temples, as Zhang frequently has a shrine within the precincts of temples 
for the Eastern Peak.17 Zhang too is one of the historical subjects in an im-
portant late Ming novel that treats the founding of a dynasty, Romance of the 
Sui and Tang Dynasties (Sui Tang yanyi).

Other famous generals are subsumed under the aegis of the Eastern Peak. 
In chapter 3 we saw several examples of Guan Yu enshrined in temples of the 
Eastern Peak. Daoist ritual manuals corroborate this association.18 And then 
there is Wen Qiong, whom we have seen in his military capacity as Marshal 
Wen (Wen yuanshuai).19 All of these martial servants of the Eastern Peak are 
commonly invoked by Daoist priests for the command they have over dark 
warriors. Th e degree to which these originally unrelated divinities have be-
come recounted as a set that together belongs to the Eastern Peak is illus-
trated by the local gazetteer of Changshu (Jiangsu). In it the temples to Zhang 
Xun and Wen Qiong are grouped together with the temple of the third son of 
the Eastern Peak, Sire Bingling— all listed immediately after the Eastern 
Peak himself.20 Th e gazetteer claims that several millions of people annually 
convene for this god’s festival, referred to simply as “congregation of territo-
rial cults” (shehui).21 Aside from these famous generals, less famous local war-
riors are given a shrine within the precincts of the Eastern Peak, such as the 
three warriors who died during their battle against pirates in Fujian.22

Communities in several regions have built temples for the Eastern Peak 
that are embedded in networks of a truly stunning magnitude. In previous 
chapters I described how in the two capital cities, Nanking and Peking, but 
also in the older capitals, Hangzhou and Suzhou, the Daoist hierarchy re-
volved around the temples of Eastern Peak and City God, accompanied by 
the potent Guan Yu. Sources record this hierarchy in various other locations. 
While local gazetteers are not commonly very generous with the overall 
exhaustiveness of their descriptions of temples, some at least list the most 
important temples of a par tic u lar region; often the Eastern Peak outweighs 
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others. Take Weishi County in Henan. Th e local gazetteer of the Jiajing 
reign (1522– 1566) lists the major festivals of the region. It starts with the 
New Year’s sacrifi ces in the eastern suburbs (often also the location for the 
temple of the Eastern Peak), dedicated to the god Great Year and accompa-
nied by the various professional guilds of the region, members of which dis-
play their skills and perform music and theatre.23 In the next months only 
three individual divinities are mentioned: Eastern Peak, City God, and Guan 
Yu. Th eir temples are the sites for music, theatre, and communal banquets. 
Virtually the same divinities are celebrated with theatrical per for mances dur-
ing the great sacrifi cial festivals in other counties of Henan, namely Tongxu 
and Xiayi.24 In the gazetteer of Xuzhou, also Henan, the only temple festival 
mentioned among the various seasonal rites is that for the Eastern Peak.25

Th is paramount position of the Eastern Peak is also recorded elsewhere in 
southeast China during the same time. Von Glahn notes that in seventeenth- 
century Suzhou “rural communities mounted pro cessions to bring the stat-
ues of their local tutelary spirits to pay their respects to Dongyue [Eastern 
Peak].”26 He notes that these practices in Suzhou are called “paying court to 
Dongyue” (chaoyue). From rec ords in local gazetteers elsewhere it appears that 
this practice is widespread. For example, communities belonging to Huizhou 
prefecture in Guangdong stage a “congregation of paying court and worship-
ing” (chaobaihui) for the Eastern Peak,27 listed as the sole religious festival of 
the entire region! In Ruizhou prefecture (Jiangxi) the same event is function-
ally referred to as “welcoming the gods” ( yingshen).28 Many regions in Ming 
China appear to concentrate their religious ser vices on the Eastern Peak.

Th is should remind us of the intersecting lines between Daoism and pop-
u lar religion. Given the centrality of the Eastern Peak temples in the pop u lar 
religion of entire regions generally speaking, there simply can be no doubt that 
it also specifi cally entails a central role as the point of convergence between 
local communities and Daoist liturgical networks. It is not just a matter of 
the Eastern Peak being a site where pilgrims or worshipers from many diff er-
ent localities may go; it is a hierarchical relationship with lower, local gods 
“paying court” to the Eastern Peak. Moreover, when it comes to local protec-
tion, it is by means of Daoist ritual that communities can witness the formal 
deployment of all those divine armies.

As if to drive home its crucial relevance within the fabric of local society, 
the Eastern Peak also frequently serves as the site where localities celebrate 
the welcoming of spring. Embodying a connection with the Eastern Quarter 
(ascendant yang, spring), it forms the site for sacrifi ces to the earth god Gou-
mang. Local gazetteers of regions in Henan and Jiangxi, but also in Jiangsu, 
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Fujian, and Guangdong, mention this arrangement.29 Th eatre plays an im-
portant role that off ers further clues about martial aspects of these ritual ac-
tivities. It may be easy to imagine the participation of various martial arts 
bands in the large- scale festivals that are dedicated to the Eastern Peak him-
self, with his clearly exorcistic function, but how does this work in the case of 
seasonal festivals such as the Spring Festival, which do not seem to emphasize 
martial prowess for communal protection? Examples from Guangdong sug-
gest that even the celebrations of the Spring Festival could be the occasion to 
show off  military power. In Qiongtai prefecture of Guangdong, several coun-
ties have a Temple of the Eastern Peak located in the eastern suburb, which is 
mentioned in these cases as the site for the Spring Festival.30 Th e local gazet-
teer provides the following description of military involvement in ceremonies 
for the Start of Spring (Lichun):

On the day that Spring is welcomed, the defense units of the prefecture 
wear splendid costumes and go to the “House for Greeting Spring” in the 
eastern suburbs. Th e lower ranking military offi  cials compete with each 
other in per for mances of “variety plays” and “historical events,” and they 
show off  their skills during the sacrifi ce to Goumang [the God of Spring]. 
After this is fi nished they lead the way into the city.31

Here military offi  cials contribute to the annual celebrations of Spring Festi-
val by staging “variety plays and historical events.”32 Even though the Eastern 
Peak is not mentioned  here, it would be consistent with the predominant 
customs of this region (and others)33 to understand the Daoist Temple of the 
Eastern Peak as the location for the Spring Festival. Regardless, the military 
contribution to the stage plays of this seasonal festival is remarkable enough. 
In the same vein of connecting Daoist temples to martial powers, it surely is 
no coincidence that in Jiangyin county (Jiangsu), the temples of Eastern Peak, 
City God, and Guan Yu are all built or renovated by the same warlord, Wu 
Liang (1323– 1381).34

It is the Eastern Peak who thus emerges as a unifying factor in this com-
plex and multifaceted religious landscape, populated by local saints without 
recognition in the imperial Canon of Sacrifi ces. It is this same vision of or-
der that is espoused by Canonization. Just as the actual temples of the East-
ern Peak provide a general structure that can contain a very diverse panoply 
of local gods, the novel similarly off ers a story that connects a vast pool of 
diff erent spirits with the authority of the Eastern Peak. Th e focus is not on 
individual cults of worship. Instead Canonization maps out the vast expanses 
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of a more general, ritual reservoir of martial power that is off ered by the litur-
gical structure around the Eastern Peak. Th anks to the narrative “King Wu’s 
Conquest,” it can situate the ritual repertoire of local ritualists against a 
sacred background.

Contesting the “King of Martial Perfection”

Th e endorsement of the Eastern Peak clearly signifi es antagonism toward the 
imperial Canon of Sacrifi ces (sidian) with its narrow defi nition of gods that 
are deemed worthy of offi  cial recognition. In Canonization the character to 
be deifi ed as Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak is Huang Feihu (“Flying 
Tiger Huang” or “Yellow Flying Tiger”). From the very beginning he is in-
troduced as the head of the Shang dynasty’s martial bureaucracy with the 
epithet “King of Martial Perfection” (Wuchengwang). Early in the story he 
abandons his corrupt monarch and joins forces with King Wu, bringing along 
his considerable military reservoir. He is one of the most memorable charac-
ters of the story, not only for his martial prowess but also for the unusual 
compassion with which he repeatedly treats his subjects and enemies.

Th is royal title for the Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak, the “King of 
Martial Perfection,” has a long pedigree in the actual Canon of Sacrifi ces. 
However, it is used for an entirely diff erent character, one that also fi gures 
prominently in Canonization, namely Jiang Ziya. It is for this ancient mili-
tary strategist that the title “King of Martial Perfection” is fi rst used, in the 
year 760. Th is title must be understood as an exalted epithet because it desig-
nates Jiang Ziya as the military counterpart to the “King of Civil Perfection” 
(Wenchengwang), none other than Confucius himself.35 From that moment 
onward Jiang Ziya becomes the eminent center of the military temples that 
are established throughout the empire. Th e book on warfare called Th e Six 
Sheaths of the Grand Duke (Taigong Liutao), attributed to Jiang Ziya, becomes 
a widely cited book. It is almost entirely formulated as a dialogue between 
Jiang Ziya and his monarch, King Wu.

Jiang Ziya remains the object of martial veneration throughout much of 
the Tang and Song dynasties, until the Ming found er suddenly challenges 
his position during the late fourteenth century. In 1387 Zhu Yuanzhang 
abolishes sacrifi ce to Jiang Ziya in the martial temple and divests him of the 
title “King of Martial Perfection”36— an act that is reminiscent of his earlier 
demotion of the militarized City Gods. Th is demotion may be related to Zhu’s 
victory over the re sis tance in Sichuan and Yunnan and to his subsequent at-
tempt to present himself as a ruler who privileges the civil over the martial, as 
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one scholar has suggested.37 Yet it may just as well have something to do with 
the Ming found er’s project of marshaling the powers of unruly spirits by rel-
egating them to the domain of the Daoist god of the Eastern Peak and taking 
them out of the hands of the more Confucianistic Jiang Ziya.

Regardless of Zhu’s motivation, the abolition of Jiang Ziya’s title is not 
ubiquitously followed: until at least the middle of the fi fteenth century he 
still receives military sacrifi ces.38 And in 1536 a memorial is submitted to 
reinstate Jiang Ziya as the recipient of worship in a new “Temple for the King 
of Martial Perfection,” to be built immediately.39 Th e suggestion is carried 
out. Jiang Ziya is to be accompanied by other famous military men, such as 
Master Yellow Stone, Zhang Liang, Han Xin, Zhuge Liang, Guan Yu, 
Zhang Fei, Li Jing, Yue Fei, and other fi gures, almost all of whom play a role 
in some historical novel or other. Th e memorial accentuates Jiang Ziya’s al-
lure by claiming that the ancient strategist is regarded as the patriarch of all 
military discourse.

Th us we can barely miss the signifi cance of the fact that, in Canonization, 
Jiang Ziya is never referred to as the “King of Martial Perfection,” whereas the 
novel insists on using this title for the Great Emperor of the Eastern Peak. In 
doing so the novel does not merely speak out in favor of the Daoist liturgical 
structure, but it does so by taking a clear stance against the classicist interpre-
tation of the Canon of Sacrifi ces. One can barely come to a diff erent conclu-
sion than to say that the novel sides with a Daoist interpretation of pop u lar 
religion.

In the realm of martial ritual there are indications that the title “King of 
Martial Perfection” is already used for the Eastern Peak in local settings 
where communal defenses are mobilized. Th e following example from Hang-
zhou in 1555 describes in some detail a case where a “King of Martial Perfec-
tion” is invoked as the fi rst of more than thirty other martial divinities who 
accompany an expedition of rural troops against a pirate attack. Th e narrator 
is the literatus Tian Yiheng.

Gods Help the Battle Formations
In the year 1555 there was a vast occurrence of Japa nese pirates who 
 directly attacked the city and gathered there. I then brought together a thou-
sand rural troops in order to plan our defenses. Yet I feared that the minds 
of the people would still not be at peace. Th us we selected an auspicious 
day and built a grand altar in the western suburbs in order to facilitate the 
cold killing airs of the Quarter of Metal.40 We prepared a sacrifi ce and 
smeared blood, and we composed a document for reporting to Heaven, in 
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order to ask for the help of the famous generals from past to present: more 
than thirty men, from the King of Martial Perfection down. Th ereafter the 
pirates encroached upon Mt. Fang and stayed put for four days. When the 
regional troops went to fi ght them, the pirates fl ed without giving battle. 
Th ose [countrymen] from the neighboring regions who returned after hav-
ing been taken captive, said: “When the bandits looked to the west they 
saw great masses of divine troops: golden shielded divine generals with 
enormous bodies, their banners and insignia clearly distinguishable. Th at 
is when they did not dare to engage in battle and departed.”41

Th e bandits are facing the “rural troops,” yet again it is the sight of “divine 
troops” that makes them fl ee— a visual pro cess reminiscent of many cases 
hitherto discussed.

Tian Yiheng justifi es the invocation of martial divinities in Hangzhou as 
a special mea sure to put the people’s minds at ease, but it may very well be a 
blanket apology for his responsibility in condoning practices that normally 
deserve to be labeled crude and anomalous. Th is very unusual way of marshal-
ing heaven’s support— a local offi  cial who appears to usurp the prerogative of 
the emperor to address heaven— suggests that we must infer the participation 
of other ritualists, namely Daoists: only they are known to address heaven 
and invoke martial gods.

To drive home the claim of superiority of Daoist martial arts over the 
imperially endorsed cult for the “King of Martial Perfection,” Canonization 
provocatively narrates that Jiang Ziya himself is transformed into a Daoist 
adept. Having spent many de cades on Mt. Kunlun studying the Dao, he is 
portrayed as a disciple of the Celestial Worthy of Primordial Beginning. Th e 
Daoist genealogy that Jiang Ziya  here receives is representative of Ming 
dynasty traditions, particularly in the epithets used for the Celestial Worthy. 
Th e full title that Canonization off ers, “Celestial Worthy of Primordial Be-
ginning, in Charge of the Daoist Rituals of the Promulgating Teaching of 
the Palace of Jade Vacuity on Mt. Kunlun,” contains important clues for 
analysis.42 Remarkable above all is the association with the “Palace of Jade 
Vacuity” (Yuxugong). Although this term has some pedigree within Daoism, 
during the Ming dynasty it is commonly associated with the Dark Emperor. 
Th is commander of demonic armies is himself known as “Chief Minister of 
Jade Vacuity” (Yuxu shixiang), and Ming dynasty temples dedicated to him 
are similarly entitled “Palace of Jade Vacuity.” A good example of this is his 
main temple on Mt. Wudang, but also one of his temples in Ming dynasty 
Peking— not coincidentally a temple founded by a military family with 
members serving in the Imperial Bodyguard.43
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Th e other crucial aspect of Jiang Ziya’s Daoist identity is the category of 
ritual methods with which he is associated through the Celestial Worthy of 
Primordial Beginning, namely the martial methods of the Dao that we have 
seen throughout this book: daofa. Th is daofa is exactly the kind of ritual that 
has provided the title for the biggest single compendium within the Daoist 
Canon, the Daofa huiyuan (Unifi ed Origins of the Dao and Its Rituals). Its fa is 
the kind of method represented in the title of its shorter companion, Fahai 
yizhu (Forgotten Gems from the Sea of Rituals). Most of the rituals compiled in 
these works purport to exert power over violent gods and their belligerent 
foot soldiers. It is the ascription of these martial rituals to the this- worldly 
and otherworldly organizers of the plot, Jiang Ziya and the Celestial Worthy 
of Primordial Beginning, that reveals Canonization to be a ritual book: not 
only has Canonization been built with ritual blocks, but it makes this foun-
dation explicit and codifi es it in the divinization lists at its conclusion.

Indeed the very fi rst act by which Jiang Ziya reveals his ritual training is 
one that testifi es to the kind of power usually associated with the ritual prac-
tices of the Dark Emperor. In chapter 16, when Jiang Ziya subdues the Gods 
of the Five Roads (Wulushen), he does so with his hair disheveled and his 
sword drawn, yelling out intimidating spells in the fashion of ritual masters. 
When the Gods of the Five Roads yield to his power, he instructs them to 
obey his talismanic commands in the future. Moreover he promises them a 
splendid reward in the form of spiritual attainment on the day that they com-
plete their duties and thus fulfi ll their merit.

Th e text describes the Gods of the Five Roads as having faces in colors 
that correspond to the Five Quarters, a detail that puts them on an equal 
footing with the other demonic soldiers we have witnessed so far, be they 
humans or spirits. More poignantly this type of relationship between ritual 
master and martial pentads is also strongly reminiscent of the most basic 
ritual in the repertoire of vernacular masters, the consecration of ritual spaces 
by means of “settling the garrisons” (anying). It is almost as if Canonization 
intends to present Jiang Ziya as a ritual master, showing that he has accom-
plished the most elementary ritual skill: the command over martial spirits 
who are ordered to protect local territory.

Th is is the point at which the military aspect of Canonization needs to be 
elaborated. Despite his degradation in early Ming history and in the novel, 
Jiang Ziya is presented in Canonization as the one who wields the central 
banner of offi  cial military authority, called the “Precious Black Banner” (Bao-
daofan). Th is banner is itself a divinity and frequently receives sacrifi cial 
off erings throughout the story. Spirited objects often appear in Canoni-
zation, and one might be tempted to think that they are an example of this 
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par tic u lar mode of Chinese fantasy that supposedly exemplifi es the fi ctitious 
nature of the Ming novel, as I mentioned in the introduction. Th e Black Ban-
ner, however, is yet another example of the intertwinement of history, religion, 
and vernacular narrative. It is an object that fi gures very prominently in the 
military history of late imperial China, at least since the Yuan.44 During the 
Ming dynasty it is codifi ed as the spirit that commands the armies from its 
vantage point in the central division of the army. Th ere is no indication that 
we should construe the Black Banner as a secular object in the modern, dis-
enchanted way.

Th e Black Banner is used to exert power over other banners that are also 
divine. Apparently based on Song dynasty pre ce dents, the Yuan dynastic his-
tories contain long lists with confi gurations of sacred military banners that 
are grouped together, many of them on the basis of the Five Quarters.45 Im-
mediately after the Black Banner come the banners of the four heraldic animals 
with a golden streamer at their center, each of them depicting one animal in the 
correct colors. Farther down are other groups of banners: those representing 
Uncle Wind, Master Rain, Sire Th under, and Mother Lightning, immediately 
followed by the banners of the Five Planets, the Twenty- eight Lunar Lodges, 
the Five Sacred Peaks, the Four Celestial Kings, and another set of the four 
heraldic animals, this time with the banner of the Golden Drum at its center. 
Th e list of banners concludes with the most basic set of all military banners, 
the Divine Banners of the Five Quarters. Th e Ming dynastic histories men-
tion similar confi gurations. Th ough less elaborately described than in their 
Yuan dynasty pre ce dent, the command of the Black Banner remains the cen-
tral banner within a group of subordinate banners similar to the aforemen-
tioned.46 In the Ming dynastic histories some of the more prominent divinities 
who operate in conjunction with the Black Banner are the Great Year, the Five 
Furies, and, of course, the Divine Banners of the Five Quarters.

Th e Divine Banners of the Five Quarters are relevant throughout Canon-
ization. At various points in the story Jiang Ziya arranges his troops in a grid 
according to the Five Quarters and commands them with his Banners of the 
Five Quarters.47 Signifi cantly his loyal general Huang Feihu— the future 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak— uses the same arrangement.48 Chapter 42 de-
scribes the banners (and troops) of the Five Quarters in great detail. Th ey are 
situated within a slightly larger grid, that of the Eight Trigrams, and this 
confi guration is also used by one of their opponents, the awesome general 
Deng Jiugong, who ends up joining the Zhou found ers.49

Jiang Ziya’s martial underlings are all enmeshed in the epistemology of 
the Five Quarters and Eight Trigrams. First and foremost among those adju-
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tants is Li Nezha. His role is particularly relevant in that he defends the 
spaces that are patterned after the Five Quarters and Eight Trigrams. Th is 
role is manifest within spatial realms of various magnitudes, ranging from 
 houses or villages to cities and, ultimately, the world. As far as Li Nezha is 
concerned, he is associated with many such spaces, including the city. In a 
recent study Chan Hok- lam has shown that a common epithet for the capital 
of the Yuan dynasty is “City of Nezha” (Nezhacheng). Th is name is a refer-
ence to the fact that the Yuan capital’s topography is based on the bodily 
outline of the god. At that time Li Nezha’s roots in esoteric Buddhism are 
still quite prominent, and even the Daoist ritualist Bo Yuchan still clearly 
classifi es Li Nezha as a Buddhist divinity.50 Yet the ritual pro cess that trans-
forms Li Nezha into a Daoist divinity has already started. At least as early as 
the twelfth century it is no longer reasonable to take him as a straightforward 
signifi er of Buddhism because he is becoming deeply absorbed in Daoist lit-
urgies.51 Daoist ritual manuals from the thirteenth and fourteenth century 
show him as the fi rst of the “Eight Kings Who Are Fierce Generals” (Bawang 
Mengjiang).52 Th ese Eight Kings are said to correspond to the Eight Tri-
grams and are deployed to protect Daoist ritual spaces, which are usually 
patterned after the Eight Trigrams (with the Great Ultimate in the center, 
together forming the celestial grid of nine quadrants).53 Th ey act as a martial 
“vanguard” (xianfeng) of the priest who invokes them, and “in the four quar-
ters their great forces are stationed as clouds.”54 Th is originally Buddhist di-
vinity is thus quickly transformed into a guardian of Daoism.

Th ese ritual manuals also show that Li Nezha, in his new position as one 
of the Eight Kings, is subordinated to an important god who also contrib-
utes prominently to the story of Canonization, Zhao Gongming.55 We have 
already seen this tiger- riding, demonic god in a classic Daoist pentad of pro-
tective deities, which the Yuan dynasty Plain Tale of King Wu’s Conquest 
features. In Canonization he is registered on the lists of canonization and 
deifi ed as a celestial warrior with the specifi c function of protecting sacred 
spaces. In par tic u lar Zhao Gongming is given the responsibility of protecting 
the “Dark Altar” of the Daoist patriarchate on Mt. Longhu in Jiangxi. Both 
fi gures, Li Nezha and Zhao Gongming, thus share the function of protecting 
(earthly) space.

Th e coupling of Li Nezha with Zhao Gongming in Canonization sug-
gests possibilities about the way the narrative may have transmitted religious 
information to its audience by means of relating gods that originally have no 
ties to each other. Because Li Nezha’s transformation into a Daoist god and 
his subsequent absorption into Daoist liturgy is a ritual pro cess, and because 
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his connection with Zhao Gongming also is entirely a ritual creation, the lack 
of actual historical ties requires a narrative that authenticates their affi  liation. 
Th e late Ming novel thus plays the role of explaining ritual in a way similar to 
hagiographies. Th e narrative recounts the stories of individual gods that are 
connected through (and within) ritual, and it articulates the ways these gods 
belong to one and the same historical episode. To put it diff erently, Canon-
ization presents the relationships between gods as if they are hallowed by 
history. It is therefore easy to understand why Canonization would have used 
the most sacred period of Chinese history to canonize its protagonists.

Li Nezha’s ritual role as a protector of space during the fourteenth cen-
tury indeed presages the Li Nezha we know from the seventeenth- century 
novel Canonization. And this role as protector of space is refl ected beyond 
ritual manuals. As early as the fi fteenth century Li Nezha is known in Fujian 
by a name that echoes his role described in the ritual text, as “Vanguard Li” 
(Li Xianfeng). Th ere he functions as the leader of the “Divine Kings of the 
Five Quarters” (Wufang Shenwang), commanding a group of four other 
gods that are identical to those summoned in vernacular rituals in Fujian and 
on Taiwan.56 By the late Ming Li Nezha’s role as controller of the Five Quarters 
is clearly not limited to any single region. Canonization provides the most de-
tailed descriptions of him and his close link to the “platoons of the Five Quar-
ters” (Wufang duiwu).57 As in the ritual manuals, these troops are arrayed on 
the basis of the Eight Trigrams, and Li Nezha is portrayed as the fi rst among 
a total of eight gods who oversee the platoons. But his fame is not limited to 
Canonization. In Journey to the West Li Nezha is referred to as the “vanguard” 
of the gods of the Five Quarters.58 Moreover a reference to him in yet another 
novel invokes him in relation to the banners of the Five Quarters: “Nezha 
wields the Banners of the Five Quarters.”59 In other words, although Li Ne-
zha’s association with the spatial order of the Eight Trigrams is still visible in 
the late Ming, it seems that by now he has become much more widely associ-
ated with command over the Five Quarters. On the basis of these pop u lar 
narratives from the late Ming, Li Nezha may even be the god most popularly 
associated with the Five Quarters. To my knowledge no other narrative exists 
that articulates the construction of the Five Garrisons with as much detail as 
chapter 42 of Canonization does. Furthermore chapter 62 provides an in de-
pen dent rationale for the effi  cacy embodied by armies that are divided into 
Five Garrisons.

Canonization further situates its explications of Li Nezha and his Five 
Garrisons within a larger complex of relationships. In chapter 42 he is not 
only associated with the encampments of the Five Quarters and the Eight 
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Trigrams; he is subordinated to Jiang Ziya. More signifi cant is his association 
with other gods in confi gurations similar to those known from Daoist ritual: 
the Eastern Peak, the Celestial Worthy of Th under, and the four main Th un-
der Gods, Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao. Th ey too are staged as agents who 
contribute to the battles fought by Li Nezha. In other words, Canonization 
situates Li Nezha within a martial hierarchy that combines the authority of 
the Eastern Peak with the power of Th under Gods. More and more we see 
emerging the contours of a specifi cally ritual confi guration of divinities.

Such confi gurations correspond to the basic layout of a Daoist ritual area, 
with the lower gods arrayed into standard formations that protect the higher 
gods. One ritual manual dedicated to the Dark Emperor, for example, situ-
ates the gods of the Eight Trigrams just below the Four Celestial Kings 
(which would include Li Nezha’s father, Li Jing) and on the same level as the 
four major Th under Gods (Deng, Xin, Zhang, and Tao).60 Also present in this 
ritual pantheon are the Eastern Peak (with the City God), as well as several 
other martial divinities also known from Canonization, including Yin Jiao 
and Zhao Gongming. As is typical of the Daoist liturgical structure, even 
Guan Yu is present.

Finally, Li Nezha is relevant in the environment of the Black Banner of 
the Ming army, albeit in a way that may seem peripheral. We encounter him 
in his full, dramatic glory in a record from the sixteenth century by Tian 
Rucheng (1503– 1557; father of Tian Yiheng). He describes military offi  cials 
and soldiers bringing sacrifi ces to the God of the Black Banner in the city of 
Hangzhou during the Jiajing reign.61 His account fi rst lists the spectacular 
display of weaponry on the occasion of the sacrifi cial festival, as military 
offi  cials show off  their skills during a parade in the honor of the God of the 
Black Banner. Li Nezha is embodied in one of the acts performed by soldiers 
as “the Six- Armed Nezha” (Liubei Nezha). Unfortunately the description 
mentions only this title, and no further details are revealed. However, another 
act, entitled “Yakṣas Patrolling the Sea” (Yecha tanhai), may similarly point to 
Li Nezha. Th is per for mance may refer to the encounter between Li Nezha 
and the yakṣa (a kind of spirit with roots in India) protecting a dragon palace 
in Canonization, but it may also relate to a similar encounter between Sun 
Wukong and a dragon- protecting yakṣa in Journey to the West. “Yakṣas Patrol-
ling the Sea” is also known as a specifi c posture in the martial arts forms 
practiced by the late Ming military.62 At the very least this military embodi-
ment of divine models refers to the same cultural sphere as the late Ming 
novel, and Li Nezha explicitly fi gures in the context of military sacrifi ces to 
the Black Banner.
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What we are beginning to see repeatedly is the formation of hierarchical 
relationships between “outsiders” (unruly spirits, Buddhist gods,  etc.) and 
higher divine authorities that are “insiders” within a liturgical structure. Th is 
becomes the mold for fi tting locally autonomous forces into an order that 
allows their effi  cacy to be ritually channeled. We know from the late Qing 
dynasty that this is exactly the model for deploying the Five Furies, demonic 
gods who operate under the aegis of the Ming army’s Black Banner no less 
than under the command of local exorcists. Th ey too are made to serve other 
divinities, such as Zhao Gongming (chapter 2). But even the Buddha may 
make use of this order and the violent gods it contains. In his study of the 
religious functions of local theatre, David Johnson quotes a source from 
Anhui in which the “Buddha commanded the city god to send the [Five Fu-
ries]” to seize a dangerous ghost.63 Th is suggests that the liturgical structure 
is available for summoning by other authorities than Daoist ones alone.

A more recent study by Guo Qitao provides similar observations about 
the enmeshment of the Five Furies within the liturgical structure of Daoism. 
His work describes the Five Furies participating in the festivals of other, 
greater gods. Guo shows that a pro cession of Five Furies in Huizhou (Anhui) 
typically is “part of the preliminary ceremonies for a grand showing of ritual 
operatic per for mances.”64 More important, Guo unwittingly confi rms the li-
turgical structure when he observes that the Five Furies are minor pawns in 
the Daoist hierarchy: “During exorcism rites, . . .  Wuchang was ordered to 
capture the head demon at the behest of the Great Emperor of the Eastern 
Peak, who was fl anked by the state- sanctioned city god and earth god (and the 
Daoist four heavenly marshals).”65 Tanaka Issei has shown for other regions 
that Daoist gods are also known to be in command of the Five Furies, Five 
Demons, and so on.66 In other words, pentads like the Five Furies (or other 
pentads that often correspond to the Five Quarters) may be commonly known 
as autonomously operating gods, yet it nonetheless appears that this does not 
exclude their (ritual) subordination to more complex relational frameworks, 
often headed by a narrow range of usual (Daoist) suspects.

One source from the sixteenth century even suggests that the Ming mili-
tary Five Banner Gods are made to revolve around a pentad of martial gods 
that is well established within Daoist ritual. Th is pentad is headed by Effi  ca-
cious Offi  cer Wang, whom we have seen in the liturgies of the Golden Book 
by Zhou Side. Representing the Divine Banners of the Five Quarters, each 
banner has a depiction of a divine warrior. With Offi  cer Wang at its center, 
this pentad further consists of other, very famous warriors: Marshal Wen 
Qiong (East), Marshal Guan Yu (South), Marshal Ma Sheng (West), and 
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Marshal Zhao Gongming (North). Th e confi guration is included in a book 
of military tactics from the sixteenth century by Qi Jiguang (1528– 1587).67 
Th ese fi ve gods parallel the occurrence of Offi  cer Wang together with the 
other four marshals in the liturgies of Zhou Side, suggesting that Yongle’s 
Daoist advisor may have been instrumental in imposing this order on the 
military.68 Th is suspicion is corroborated by the Ming Histories, which men-
tion that after Yongle’s reign the sacrifi ces to the Black Banner are exclusively 
in honor of Effi  cacious Offi  cer Wang.69 Th e imperial armies of the Ming are 
or ga nized by the same division of troops into fi ve garrisons, but the gods to 
which they report are not mentioned.70 Even the local defense stations (weisuo) 
are divided into fi ve garrisons, on the level of the capital city as well as on the 
local level.71 While the specifi c pentads are not always mentioned, it is un-
likely that imperial armies or local defense stations would embody entirely 
diff erent gods; most likely they would include Li Nezha or other gods that 
have been fi t into the Daoist liturgical structure. Narratives like Canoniza-
tion would typically play a role in explicating these ritual hierarchies.

Th e “Banner Gods of the Five Quarters” thus appear to represent a par-
tic u lar relationship between the armies of terrestrial demons and the martial 
gods who command them. On the one hand, the Banner Gods are ferocious 
powers that may be made to engage with demonic adversaries and overcome 
them. On the other hand, they are lowly foot soldiers who must obey the 
orders of Daoist authorities. As such, Banner Gods are not too diff erent from 
the demons they fi ght. In both senses they are suitable models for appropria-
tion by actual soldiers who enact them in their battles.

Transforming Local Spirits into Daoist Gods

Th e signifi cance of Canonization does not end with the association of Li Ne-
zha with Jiang Ziya and with the Five Garrisons, or with the description of 
their rationale and application. Th e book forges many other relationships be-
tween lower gods and higher powers. Among those Li Nezha’s complete subor-
dination to Daoist authority is even more conspicuous than his association 
with the Five Quarters ordered by Jiang Ziya. In par tic u lar the book represents 
Li Nezha as an adept of the Perfected Person of the Great Monad (Tai Yi 
zhenren). It is the latter who literally transforms the unruly spirit Li Nezha— 
who, historically speaking, has Buddhist origins— into a Daoist god.

Th e model that Canonization constructs in order to elucidate the sub-
ordinate relationship of Li Nezha to Daoist authority is exactly the kind of re-
lationship that informed the Daoist liturgical order, namely the relationship 
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between an unruly spirit and a ritual master. Just as we saw with Yin Jiao in 
the Yuan dynasty Plain Tales, Li Nezha also is a violent young boy who rebels 
against his parents and yet ends up as a paragon of fi lial piety. Th e story 
relates that by killing the son of a great Dragon King, Li Nezha brings dan-
ger to his father, Li Jing, a powerful divinity in his own right, with temples 
all over the empire. While the dynamic between father and son is compli-
cated as always, their relationship ends when Li Nezha cuts the fl esh from 
his bones and returns it to his parents.72 In a most literal sense, Li Nezha 
severs the blood relationship between parents and child— he dispossesses 
himself of a family. Of course this eff ectively marks the beginning of Li Ne-
zha’s existence outside the lineage of his parents. Deprived of parental care 
and ancestral off erings, he becomes an orphan spirit in search of a substitute 
body and sacrifi cial off erings. Th at is when the liturgical structure of Daoism 
becomes relevant.

At the end of chapter 13 Li Nezha’s spirit does what countless spirits before 
him supposedly have done. Without a body to rely on, and without an altar as 
his dwelling, he fl oats betwixt and between the realms of life and death. For-
mulated in virtually the same language as used for the Altar for Baleful Spirits 
during the early Ming, Li Nezha’s case remains at all times within the Daoist 
theological precepts explained in previous chapters. He is truly a roaming soul, 
lost and hapless. Th en an auspicious wind blows his spiritual aggregate to the 
Mountain of Primordial Beginning.

Now speaking of Nezha, his cloud- souls (hun) had nowhere to rely upon, 
his bone- souls (po) had nothing to stand upon. Originally he was the 
transformation of a precious gem. Because he borrowed essences and 
blood, that is why he could possess cloud- and bone- souls. Nezha fl oated 
and drifted along on the wind, arriving straight at the Mountain of Pri-
mordial Beginning.73

It soon becomes clear that his arrival at this mountain with the ominous 
name marks the occasion for Li Nezha to make a fresh start. He is brought 
before the Daoist divinity known as “Perfected Person of the Great Monad,” 
a short name for the Daoist divinity of spiritual salvation, the “Celestial Worthy 
of the Great Monad, Savior from Suff ering.”74 Beyond the novel Canoniza-
tion this divinity is known to preside over ceremonies for the dead, including 
those staged for orphan souls.

Th ere is only one way to appease the wretched Li Nezha: his roaming 
spirits need to be lodged and nurtured by becoming the recipient of a sacrifi -
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cial cult. Th is is exactly what the Perfected Person of the Great Monad con-
veys to Li Nezha. He tells the orphaned soul to appear to his mother in a dream 
and tell her that she should build a temple on Mt. Cuiping in his honor: “Once 
you have received incense for three years, you can establish yourself again 
among the living and assist a True Ruler.”75 If his mother agrees, Li Nezha 
may establish himself as a local divinity, with his own temple and commu-
nity of worshipers.

After initial refusals his mother does as required. She builds a grand tem-
ple that lodges a statue of her son. He quickly succeeds in establishing him-
self as a responsive divinity within the par tic u lar constituency of people who 
live on or around Mt. Cuiping: “When Nezha started to manifest his saint-
hood on Mt. Cuiping, people came from everywhere near and far to off er 
incense. Massively like ants, every day more, they never ceased to come. 
Prayers for blessings as well as for the averting of disasters, none would not be 
answered.”76 Th e reciprocal relationship between sacrifi cial off erings and mi-
raculous responses has an immediate eff ect, and Li Nezha’s powers increase. 
Within half a year he starts to recuperate some of the body he previously lost. 
Nothing seems to stand in the way of a glorious return of Li Nezha as a tute-
lary saint on Mt. Cuiping.

However, Li Nezha’s fate as a local divinity is cut off  early, when his fa-
ther discovers the temple of his son and immediately destroys it, smashing his 
statue in the attack. Desperate, the lad’s spirit returns to the Perfected Person 
on Mt. Primordial Beginning. Th e Daoist now takes Li Nezha’s fate in his 
own hands and applies the knowledge transmitted in Daoist manuals since 
the fourteenth century: he sublimates the spirits of Li Nezha. First the Per-
fected Person builds a substitute body out of two lotus fl owers and three lotus 
leaves. At least symbolically Li Nezha’s original identity as Buddhist god is 
thus preserved. Th e body that the Perfected Person constructs from the 
stems, petals, and leaves of the lotus is a ste reo typical cosmic body that 
represents the “Th ree Powers” (Sancai) of Heaven, Earth, and Man. In or-
der to infuse this substitute body with the spirits of Li Nezha, the Perfected 
Person of the Great Monad applies Daoist alchemical formulas that echo 
the sublimation methods for restoring orphan souls that we have seen dur-
ing the early Ming:

Th e Perfected placed a pellet of Golden Cinnabar in the middle. Using the 
ritual methods of the Former Cosmos,77 and turning his breath through 
nine cycles,78 he separated the Dragon of Fire from the Tiger of Water, 
seized the cloud- and bone- souls of Nezha, and pressed them into the 
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lotus- body, yelling: “Nezha, if you do not assume human shape now, then 
until when will you wait!”

[Nezha jumps up and bows down for his master; the Perfected tells Nezha to 
follow him into the Peach Orchard]

Th e Perfected gave Nezha a Fire Spear, and in no time Nezha had ac-
quainted himself with it and refi ned his mastery over it. Nezha then 
wanted to descend from the mountain [and take revenge on his father]. 
Th e Perfected said: “Now that your skills with the Spear (qiang fa) are mas-
tered, I will give you a Wind and Fire Wheel to stand on. Furthermore, I 
will teach you effi  cacious charms and secret spells.” Th e Perfected more-
over gave him a sack from leopard hide; in the sack  were a Cosmic Ring, a 
Cloth to Cover Heaven, and one Golden Brick.79

Crucially in this passage Li Nezha is not only given a new body but is also 
initiated into the arts of martial ritual. He receives a “spear method” (qiang fa) 
along with “effi  cacious charms and secret spells” (ling fu mijue). Th is initia-
tion thus resembles actual ordinations of acolytes who have mastered martial 
ritual, ceremonies that revolve around the “receiving of [martial] ritual” 
(shoufa). Just as with ordinations of ritual masters, Li Nezha receives martial 
attributes that allow him to conquer demonic adversaries with the violent 
ways of war: a spear (accompanied by the esoteric method to handle it) and 
more mysterious objects like the Wind and Fire Chariot, the Cosmic Ring, 
and the Golden Brick. Th ese three objects, similarly carried by a single divin-
ity, are known from ritual manuals used almost two centuries before the 
printing of Canonization.80 Sometimes the Golden Brick is used in vernacu-
lar rituals for imprisoning demons.81 Th us the bestowal of “methods” upon 
acolytes by Daoist authorities comes to the fore as one of the ways in which 
stories like those narrated in diff erent episodes of Canonization draw their 
content from ritual practice, including even the fantastic weaponry. Viewed 
from the perspective of such ritual methods, Canonization models itself on 
existing religious practices by which Daoist adepts can deploy unruly spirits 
that have been captured in a ritually constructed hierarchy.

This ritual weaving of local spirits into the fabric of a Daoist hierarchy can 
be observed beyond the limits of the novel. Th e following example is fully 
relevant within the narrative framework of Canonization, but it draws on 
a tract on pop u lar customs written by the famous offi  cial Wang Zhideng 
(1535– 1612). In his detailed account of festivals practiced in the region 
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around Suzhou, Compilation on the Territorial Cults in the Region of Wu 
(Wushebian, published before 1571;82 hereafter Compilation), he pays special 
attention to the festival for the “Holy Saints of the Five Quarters” (Wufang 
Xianshenghui). Although the tract is intended as a diatribe against the many 
regional deviations from ritual propriety, it is an invaluable document for 
analysis of local religion.

Wang Zhideng lists the many facets of the festival for the “Holy Saints of 
the Five Quarters.” He describes the various laymen involved, mentions some 
of the theatrical repertoire performed, discusses statues carried in the parade, 
and, in passing, also reveals temples included in the itinerary of the pro-
cession. Th e starting point is the temple of the Five Dragons. It is safe to 
assume that this is the temple dedicated to the “Holy Saints of the Five Quar-
ters,” because, as Wang explains, the Holy Saints are thought “by some” to 
represent Five Dragons.

Signifi cantly Wang names the two main fi gures whose statues are carried 
around during the pro cession. Th ey are Quanshan and Kuangfu. Th e second 
name is the most important in the present context. It is the name of a Daoist 
patron saint most commonly known as the Perfected Person of Mt. Kuangfu 
(Kuangfu zhenren),83 or by his canonical title of “Perfected of Tranquil Lumi-
nescence from Mt. Kuangfu, Patriarch who Harmonizes the Plague.”84 His 
comrade Quanshan, or, more fully, the “Great Master Do- Good of Bright 
Enlightenment,” often accompanies him.85

In Daoist texts as well as in pop u lar hagiography, the Perfected Person of 
Mt. Kuangfu has jurisdiction over several groups of plague divinities. Th ese 
include the “Saints who Spread Diseases in the Five Quarters” as well as the 
“Th irty- six Divine Lords” and the “Holy Crowd of the Seventy- two Hours.”86 
In itself this relationship between Kuangfu and his various pantheons of 
demonic underlings is enough to make a case for the relevance of reading 
Daoist sources in order to challenge the widespread notion of pop u lar religion 
as an autonomous sphere of discourse. Yet his story does more than off er a 
contrast. It shows how the Daoist liturgical structure has been applied to 
marshal unruly spirits from the local earth.

Several narratives illustrate that the Daoist patron saint is not merely as-
sociated with the plague gods but is reputed for having domesticated them and 
given them employ as martial servants in the “Plague Division.” Similar to 
the transformative dynamic underlying the divine lists in Canonization, pop-
u lar hagiographic rec ords describe the act of domestication by narrating how 
Kuangfu “captured the Five Plague Gods and made them into Generals of the 
[Plague] Division.”87 Another hagiography in the same collection emphasizes 
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the formal character of their employment by stating that a local magistrate 
erects a shrine to Kuangfu in order to suppress the gods of the Plague Divi-
sion.88 Both hagiographies thus represent Kuangfu’s plague gods as belonging 
to one of the divisions of the Daoist ritual hierarchy.

For Kuangfu, the story complex “King Wu’s Conquest” is entirely rele-
vant. Th e act of canonizing spirits that this hagiography shares with Canon-
ization is based on a body of narrative antecedents that relate Kuangfu to the 
same foundational history as narrated in the novel. Without exception each 
of the late Ming hagiographies situate Kuangfu in the time of King Wu’s 
battle to establish the Zhou, and two hagiographies state that Kuangfu re-
peatedly declined the king’s requests to take up offi  ce.89 Similarly one early 
Ming Daoist manual even declares that Kuangfu attained the Dao on the 
same day that King Wu conquered the empire.90 Signifi cantly in Canoniza-
tion the Perfected Person of Mt. Kuangfu plays a role in the vernacular narra-
tive of King Wu’s conquest.  Here Kuangfu is himself included as a leading 
fi gure within the Plague Division listed at the end of the novel. He is honored 
with his canonical epithet “Daoist Master who Harmonizes the Plague” 
(Hewen Daoshi). Moreover in the novel too his friend the “Great Master 
Do- Good” (Quanshan dashi) accompanies him. In other words, the local 
confi guration of Kuangfu as Daoist patriarch of a Plague Division— known 
from earlier hagiography and from a literati tract— is formally acknowl-
edged in the novel and in all cases related to the sacred history of King 
Wu’s conquest.

Th e cases of Li Nezha and Kuangfu reveal a great deal about the rela-
tional frameworks that accommodate divinities of diff erent standing and 
provenance. Li Nezha’s origins as an unruly being who is dangerous because 
of his orphaned status— and perhaps also because of his Buddhist otherness— 
are made to function within a relationship that is subordinate to Daoist 
authority. In an explicit sense it is a transformation by means of Daoist meth-
ods (sublimation) that allows Li Nezha’s rough powers to be channeled in an 
orderly way. From a reverse perspective, Kuangfu represents just the kind of 
ritual authority that establishes him as a being in control of lower spirits and 
of the chaotic powers latent in their unruly nature. In both cases the relation-
ship between these various elements is manufactured after they have existed 
in de pen dently. Th erefore a narrative is needed to establish the relationship, 
explain it, and codify it. Once that has been achieved, the relationship can be 
put into practice. From that moment onward books such as Canonization 
inform the practices endorsed by religious communities.
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Military, Militias, and Sacred Narratives

Th e relational frameworks provided by novels have contributed to structures 
of perception for actual, lived experience. On a general level this means that 
novels establish patterns for understanding a reality that is canonized as his-
torical in nature. Th us novels authenticate the reality of everyday life as if it 
 were directly built on the sacred grounds of the past.

Moreover these frameworks are not presented as passive symbols of a past 
long gone; they can be actively imitated. Th e period immediately following 
the publication of the late Ming novel reveals it as a repository for practical 
knowledge that can be applied. Th is is not easily observable in offi  cial histo-
ries, even though it certainly is not for nothing that an imperial regulation 
from 1602 prohibits the usage of language from novels for the composition of 
petitions to court, and that a military offi  cial in 1728 is stripped of his rank 
and imprisoned after using language from Th ree Kingdoms in his petition to 
the emperor.91 Th ese two fi rst hints point us toward offi  cial and even specifi -
cally military applications of the novel’s discourse. Indeed I argue that some 
of the language and concepts used in novels have structured the practice of 
war— for military offi  cials no less than for rebelling villagers. Th e evidence is 
not abundant, but the few extant references are clear enough.

Th e end of the Ming dynasty would be unthinkable without the involve-
ment of local militias who construe themselves on the basis of religious 
worldviews that novels like Canonization put forward. Yet the importance of 
religion for military, militias, and rebel armies alike has not been acknowl-
edged. Th e fact that religion has largely been unnoticed by traditional schol-
arship is exemplifi ed by James Parsons’s standard work on Ming rebellions. 
He concludes that uprisings in the seventeenth century are devoid of “any 
religious orientation revolving around a pop u lar cult.”92 However, it should 
be clear from the preceding chapters that traditional warfare could hardly 
ever be that straightforward. Even if we merely review the available rec ords, 
it immediately becomes clear that the religious lore codifi ed in novels plays a 
paramount role for local militias.

Martial arts traditions that emerge during the late Ming uprisings, such 
as the “Plum- Flower Fist” (meihuaquan), make use of weapons that are by 
that time quite uniquely associated with Li Nezha, like his “Wind and Fire 
Wheel” ( fenghuolun).93 As shown in Zhou Weiliang’s study of martial arts, the 
Plum- Flower Fist tradition is deeply rooted in the practice of rural militias that 
bring sacrifi ces to their gods. Th is correlation continues into the Qing dynasty, 
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and the divinely strengthened warriors of the Plum- Flower Fist tradition end 
up participating in the Boxer Rebellion.94 As I explained in the introduction, 
the Boxers represent martial traditions that revolve around trance possession 
by gods known from novels like Canonization, Th ree Kingdoms, and Water-
margin. In reference to the specifi c martial arts tradition of the Plum- Flower 
Fist, Meir Shahar remarks that the north China plains witnessed “the spread 
of military brotherhoods with religious overtones, which  were sometimes re-
ferred to as [associations] and sometimes as [religion].”95 Clearly these brother-
hoods perpetuate models of practice that correspond with those of the religious 
militias of the Yuan, with warriors fi ghting under the tutelage of gods.

One of the rebellious movements examined in Parsons’s work is the one 
led by Zhang Xianzhong (1606– 1647) around the year 1630. On close con-
sideration religious overtones may not be so hard to fi nd. Th e fi rst sobriquet 
by which Zhang chooses to make himself known is possibly a reference to the 
Eight Kings led by Li Nezha, namely “Eight Great Kings” (Badawang). Par-
sons corroborates the likelihood that this sobriquet originates in the religious 
sphere.96 Although our sources are not forthcoming with data about Zhang’s 
worldview, his reliance on divine fi gures is made clear when he leads “his entire 
retinue” to a Daoist temple for worship of Lao Zi.97

But there exist very concrete ties to the lore of novels. Interestingly Par-
sons points to the possibility that pop u lar novels “exerted some infl uence” on 
late Ming rebellions. He mentions that in 1642 the emperor ordered the 
novel Watermargin to be destroyed, perhaps because of its dissemination of 
the “general idea of opposition to an oppressive and corrupt government, 
for there is no evidence that it served as a source of late Ming rebel policies or 
tactics.”98 However, aside from the question of whether opposition against a 
disintegrating government would need to be pop u lar ized as a novel idea at 
all, Parsons’s suggestion is not more than speculation. Fortunately we do in 
fact have evidence that Zhang uses novels as a source for emulation. Th e fol-
lowing record by an early Qing observer ascribes the provenance of Zhang’s 
tactical knowledge directly to late Ming novels: “Th e shrewdness of Zhang 
Xianzhong included him making people read books like Th ree Kingdoms and 
Watermargin every day. For any ambush or surprise attack they would imi-
tate those.”99 Similar readings of Th ree Kingdoms are said to have occurred in 
the army of Li Dingguo (1621– 1662), an ally of Zhang.100 Th us these two 
late Ming rebels’ knowledge of martial practice appears to be based on ver-
nacular narrative.

As further evidence of the far- reaching role played by novels in situations 
of battle, several later rebellions are pervaded by language and concepts from 
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Watermargin, Th ree Kingdoms, Journey to the West, and Canonization. For 
example, the nineteenth- century Taiping Rebels are known to have drawn 
on Th ree Kingdoms and Watermargin for their strategies.101 Yet most concrete 
is the example of the Boxers at the beginning of the twentieth century. In 
their battle against foreign invaders it is not just that their powers derive from 
gods who are famous protagonists of novels. Clearly their practices of spirit 
possession are acquired through the lore transmitted in novels.102 Some of the 
specifi c hierarchical relationships by which the Boxers abide are known only 
from late Ming novels, such as the subordination of Li Nezha to Jiang Ziya. 
One source rec ords that Li Nezha is one of the most commonly invoked gods 
among the Boxers in Peking, whereas they dedicate their altars to gods such 
as Jiang Ziya.103 In other words, Li Nezha is made to participate in actual 
battle, whereas Jiang Ziya is allowed to remain in the safe distance of his altar 
sanctuary. Th e late Ming novel thus provides key elements in the epistemologi-
cal framework for the Boxers’ martial practice. In the words of Joseph Esherick, 
“It was especially [novels and] operas like Canonization of the Gods that pro-
vided the ‘narrative context’ for the actions of the possessed Boxers.”104

But let us return to the late Ming. Th e question that needs to be asked is 
this: How have vernacular novels provided an episteme for the way warriors 
have imagined themselves and gone about making war? It may very well be 
that novels such as those esteemed by the Boxers hold the answer. Two graphic 
examples from woodblock illustrations are included in the 1610 Rongyutang 
edition of Watermargin. Th e fi rst one shows how the rebel Gongsun Sheng 
defeats his opponents by ritually deploying a Th under God (see fi g. 8; origi-
nally in chapter 60 of Watermargin). Signifi cantly, although Gongsun Sheng 
is presented in the book as a man skilled in Daoist methods, the story itself 
does not mention his specifi c application of Th under Ritual. Th e picture thus 
represents an important aspect of the epistemological framework within which 
battle could be imagined. Gongsun is shown to wield ritual power even though 
the rituals are not mentioned in the written text!

Th is same ritual dynamic informs the second picture, of Song Jiang in his 
decisive battle with the rebel Fang La (see fi g. 9; originally in chapter 117). 
 Here too we can see the two antagonists battling each other with their divine 
warriors depicted in the air above them. Fang is aided by a warrior in golden 
armor, and Song has requested help from a local Dragon God (who looks 
suspiciously like a Th under God). Th e tips of the weapons visible just above 
the clouds suggest that these divine warriors are in command of larger armies. 
While it is not clear who the Dragon God’s opponent is, there is no reason to 



Figure 8. Song Jiang battling Fang La, with their respective divine warriors depicted above 
them. From Shuihu Zhuan (Watermargin), 1610 Rongyutang edition.



Figure 9. Gongsun Sheng defeats opponents by deploying Th under. From Shuihu Zhuan 
(Watermargin), 1610 Rongyutang edition.
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suspect this god is exclusively associated with Fang. What we see is the ritual 
subservience of a certain type of god (martial) within a certain type of rela-
tionship (commander and soldier, or ritual master and belligerent spirit) 
and for a par tic u lar context (battle). What we also see is the widespread 
importance attributed to Th under Gods and Th under Ritual in a novel 
other than Canonization.

Th e second novel mentioned as a source for Zhang Xianzhong’s tactics, 
Th ree Kingdoms, also contains models for structuring actual practice, and 
they are even more concrete. One of the models narrated in Th ree Kingdoms 
coheres with the practices of martial theatre and martial ritual that we have 
seen since the twelfth century, namely soldiers who fashion themselves after 
divine beings. Th e novel equates mortal soldiers with the spiritual troops of 
martial gods. In chapter 102 Zhuge Liang prepares a decisive battle. He or-
ders his soldiers to dress up like “divine troops” (shenbing) in order to scare 
off  their opponents:

You lead the fi ve hundred soldiers; let them all dress up like the divine 
troops of the Six Nails and the Six Shields, with demon heads and animal 
bodies. Use fi ve colors to paint their faces, and let them assume all kinds 
of strange shapes. In one hand let them hold an embroidered pennant, 
in the other a precious sword. . . .  When the people of Wei see all this, 
they will certainly think you are gods and demons and not dare to chase 
after you.105

Th e logic behind this masquerade is explained as visually tricking the oppo-
nent into believing that Zhuge’s troops are in fact “gods and demons.” With 
their demonic faces painted in fi ve colors and their bodies dressed as animals, 
their appearance is highly reminiscent of the military actors described in the 
twelfth- century Dongjing menghua lu and of the martial arts groups that are 
a standard aspect of present- day temple pro cessions. All this seems to suggest 
that the same logic of visibly representing demonic warriors is a widespread 
aspect of the ritual warfare carried out by militias and the military. It is 
demonic warfare pure and simple.

Again the divine model proposed by Zhuge Liang is a Daoist one. In Th ree 
Kingdoms the very fi rst part of the fi rst chapter describes the revelation of a 
“Celestial Book” (Tianshu) that Zhuge Liang later receives. In chapter 101 
this revelation is further specifi ed as the “Celestial Book of the Six Shields” 
(Liujia Tianshu) that allows Zhuge Liang to “spur on the Spirits of the Six 
Nails and Six Shields.”106 Th ese gods are fi rmly associated with Daoist ritual; 
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they are part and parcel of the divine powers that are commonly conferred 
upon Daoist initiates during their ordination. Moreover the practice of dress-
ing up as the Six Nails and Six Shields has been a part of Nuo exorcisms since 
at least the thirteenth century.107

Rebels throughout late Ming history apply this format of warriors who 
are guided in battle by a leader who has received celestial revelations. In 1619 
a “man of witchcraft” ( yaoren) called Li Wen leads a rebellion in Guyuan 
(present- day Shaanxi). With a movement that uses Daoist labels such as “Ce-
lestial Perfection” (Tianzhen) and “Murky Origins” (Hunyuan), he claims 
possession of Celestial Books that include a work entitled “Flying Swords of the 
Six Shields” (“Liujia feijian”).108 In addition to the Six Shields, we have already 
seen in the 1348 example of the sorcerer Peng Guoyu discussed in chapter 3 
that the “fl ying swords” also have a long pedigree in rebel movements— and 
in Daoist ritual. It looks very much as if the practices described in late Ming 
novels are not merely fi ctions of a single literary genius.

Th e model of the relationship between local militias that fi ght their 
demonic warfare in the name of a martial god, described in Th ree King-
doms, is the same as the Yuan dynasty martial rituals discussed in chapter 
3. In both cases living warriors are transformed into demonic warriors, and 
in both cases they make this transformation visible by means of painted 
faces. Th is model uses the visible faces of demonic warriors to point to the 
visually ambiguous (or simply invisible) component of divine leadership. 
Th at is to say, the painted faces of the soldiers are recognizable as demons, 
but they belong to common mortals. However, the god in whose honor they 
fi ght their battles is not necessarily embodied by a mortal frame. In the Yuan 
dynasty example the commander is really a priest who ritually transforms 
himself into the Dark Emperor, but in the narrative of Th ree Kingdoms there 
is no need to transform Zhuge Liang into a god; he is already perceived as 
one by the late Ming. Th ere are yet other cases that reveal fascinating possi-
bilities for the way communal battle practices are structured by the narratives 
of late Ming novels.

One such case entails enactment of divine models in Xiangfu county 
(Henan) around 1640, almost twenty years after the fi rst known edition of 
Canonization. It clearly demonstrates that alliances with divine powers need 
to be embodied through ritualized patterns of or ga ni za tion that equate mor-
tal soldiers with divine troops and relate them to a specifi c martial divinity. 
In the par tic u lar example that follows, territorial militias are divided into fi ve 
encampments that correspond to the Five Quarters, while the ritual that con-
secrates their collective power is executed before the shrine of Guan Yu.
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Th e events take place during the disintegration of the Ming empire in the 
early 1640s.109 It is a time when local rebels are competing for power, plun-
dering towns as well as the countryside. Th e standard historical narrative has 
it that the armies of the Qing dynasty defeat the rebels in Henan. In fact the 
“soldiers of the territorial cult” play a crucial role. Th ey start out by naming 
themselves after Guan Yu’s epithet “Righ teous and Brave” (Yiyong). Or ga-
nized in fi ve encampments, they report to the martial commander over the 
spirits of the earth, Guan Yu, and take a blood oath in his presence:

County Magistrate Wang Lian put in place the martial law of the territo-
rial cult. He or ga nized the territorial cult on the basis of the earthly 
quarters. In each of the eighty- four territorial cults, every territorial 
army would contribute fi fty soldiers to make four thousand two hun-
dred soldiers. . . .  

A banner was erected above the gate of the local administrator: “[Call 
to] form the ‘Great Cult Association of the Righ teous and Brave.’ Th ose 
who wish to follow, assemble beneath this banner.” From all corners the 
good and brave fl ocked together, as well as the strong and educated of the 
local soil. Within several days they reached ten thousand men. After creat-
ing banners and insignia, preparing weapons, arraying troops, and distrib-
uting tallies of trust, they divided over Five Garrisons on the basis of the 
fi ve colors. . . .  

Th ey all took an oath by smearing blood at the temple of Guan Yu.110

Th e blood oath that the Five Garrisons of local soldiers take before the statue 
of Guan Yu represents the brotherhood they as territorial troops forge with 
this martial god. Th ey fashion themselves after his image, consecrating their 
kinship with him in a ritualized bond of blood. As described earlier, the local 
militias equate themselves with the armies of terrestrial spirits that dwell 
within the Five Quarters of their territory and subsequently make them-
selves subordinate to a god with tremendous martial appeal. And Henan is 
not the only region where this type of pattern is enacted. During the same 
period there are reports about identical formations of “Righ teous Troops of 
the Five Garrisons” (Wuying yibing) who swear blood oaths before Guan 
Yu in Anhui.111

Most likely the Five Garrisons of these local militias also understand 
themselves in reference to a pentad of demonic gods. Given the popularity of 
Li Nezha as lead commander of the Five Garrisons during this time, it is 
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tempting to project him into the record. But alas, the data neither deny nor 
confi rm this. What matters more is that only Canonization is known to con-
tain a widely available narrative about the relational framework to which the 
divine institution of the Five Garrisons belongs. Only Canonization compre-
hensively explains the Five Garrisons as belonging to the authority of higher 
gods, hallowing this complex against the background of classic history. If the 
situation during the modern age is any indication, statues of the Gods of the 
Five Garrisons led by Li Nezha are installed as guardians in temples dedi-
cated to all kinds of gods (see fi gs. 10, 11). Th us, for the local militias in Henan 
to have a local confi guration of the Five Garrisons under the authority of 
Guan Yu would fi t well into the general emphasis of Canonization on the par-
tic u lar format of relationships between gods rather than the sanctity of indi-
vidual gods. Th e abundant lists of pantheons in Canonization show the gen-
eral format of a divine hierarchy, of confi gurations of diff erent gods into types 
of relationships that are functional in the context of ritual. It is the endorse-
ment of the hierarchy that opens up possibilities for understanding these rela-
tionships in local terms, so that originally anonymous, local demons may be 
assigned to Daoist ritual authority. Th at is exactly how the novel’s relational 
framework is best emulated.

Back to the Beginning: How Spirits Accumulate Merit

Beginnings often indicate the direction of stories. In the case of Canonization, 
the beginning reveals not only where the story will go but also where it comes 
from. Th e book opens with the beginning of all beginnings: the Big Bang by 
which the primordial totality of Hundun is diff erentiated and subsequently 
divided into diff erent aspects of the cosmos. A long poem at the start of the fi rst 
chapter describes a transition from the natural and unordered unity of precos-
mic antiquity into the complex reality of a world that is ordered by humans. 
Canonization begins with what can be called a creation myth:

When Hundun originally split open, Pan Gu was the First,
Th e Great Ultimate, the Two Modalities, and the Four Images  were fi xed.
Heaven was born in the fi rst hour, Earth in the second, and Man emerged 

during the third.112

Th is is an old story, usually told as the birth of the primordial ancestor, Pan 
Gu, after the breaking of the cosmic egg, Hundun. It is perhaps less a creation 
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myth than the story of spontaneous self- generation: the world is not actively 
created by a god but comes to be by the immea sur able force of an impersonal 
cosmos that engenders the known world in a pro cess of transformation from 
“chaos” to “order,” from the universal shape of an egg to the distinct shapes 
of individual being. Originally, this story implies, the world was autono-
mous; only after the appearance of human beings does it become the subject 
of their order.

In chapter 3 we saw that Pan Gu and Hundun are important points of 
reference for the type of vernacular ritual that emerged into historical view 
during the Song and Yuan dynasties. In those rituals Pan Gu and Hundun 
serve as the theological underpinning of the cosmic unity that pervades all 
these diff erent local rituals. All divine beings originate in Pan Gu or, more 
abstractly, in Hundun. Indeed Canonization’s opening verse about the cos-
mic genesis from Hundun to Pan Gu continues with the sacred appearance 
in the world of the Th ree August Ones (San Huang) and the Five Emperors 
(Wu Di). Th e poem concludes by stating that Canonization is a tale that re-
lates the sacred origins of all the demons, spirits, and gods that play a role in 
the story. Th e other great late Ming novel of demons, spirits, and gods, Jour-
ney to the West, also begins its narrative with the cosmic transition from 
Hundun and Pan Gu to the Th ree August Ones, Five Emperors, and the 
world of the stone spirit who calls himself Monkey King, later canonized as 
one of the “Five Saints” (Wusheng).

Several de cades before Canonization is fi rst printed as a book in one hun-
dred chapters, this same story about the cosmic origins of gods is enacted 
during communal rituals in Hunan.  Here, during the local Pan Gu Festival 
(Pan Gu sai) recorded in a gazetteer from the Jiajing reign (1522– 1566), the 
“ritualists” (wu) use a scroll that graphically depicts Pan Gu’s genesis as the 
point of origin from which all the gods have evolved:

Th e ritualists have a big cloth of two to three zhang long. On it are painted, 
downward from Pan Gu, the Th ree August Ones and the Five Emperors, 
the Th ree Kings and all the gods. Nothing is omitted. Th at day they hang 
their scrolls from long poles, sound gongs, beat drums, and blow pipes. 
One of the ritualists has a long drum with which he dances around by 
turning in circles. Two others, in turn, dance with short drums while fac-
ing each other.113

Th is graphic repre sen ta tion of the genesis of the known world with its gods is 
the center of the ritual dance that is off ered to Pan Gu. Th is god of gods— the 



Figure 11. Five Generals of Five Garrisons, based on Fengshen yanyi (Canonization of the 
Gods). From left to right: Wu Ji, Yang Jian, Li Nezha, Nangong Shi (focus), Leizhen Zi. 
Altar of Wanxian Gong, Singapore. Photograph by author.

Figure 10. Marshals of the Five Garrisons with Li Nezha in the center. Daoist altar in 
Sanchong, Taipei. Photograph by author.
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personifi cation or embodiment of Hundun— is placed at the origin of “all 
the gods”; he is the origin.

While this local gazetteer is relatively specifi c about this one ritual, else-
where it makes a much broader statement about the narratives enacted by the 
ritualists of this region: “As for the lyrics with which the ritualists serve the 
gods, these illustrate the loyalty and aff ection that [the gods] represent.”114 
Th us the ritualists of Hunan are known to narrate the origins of the gods in 
relation to Pan Gu, and at least during the festival in his name they are more 
generally known as the specialists who narrate the “work of the gods” they 
serve by singing and dancing.

Th e coherence between the poem that opens the novel and the ritual lyr-
ics sung about Pan Gu as the ancestor of the gods is suggestive. Th e fact that 
this same myth occurs at prominent positions in these two seemingly dispa-
rate genres— the narratives of a novel and the ballads sung during a sacrifi cial 
ritual— drives home the argument that the genres of novel and ritual may not 
be as disparate as they might seem. In the novel Pan Gu is presented as the 
point of departure from which the world develops, including the hundreds of 
gods, spirits, and godlings that participate in the episodes of the story. In the 
ritual Pan Gu is presented in the same way, as the primordial ancestor from 
which the gods develop.

It is not diffi  cult to fi nd other instances of ritualists who similarly sing 
about the origins of the gods to whom they sacrifi ce. Kristofer Schipper has 
suggested the possible kinship of novels with incantations recited during 
vernacular ritual on Taiwan.115 Similarly Kenneth Dean has observed that 
the vernacular master “leads spirit mediums in recitations of chants detailing 
the hagiographies of the local gods.”116 Identical practices are described for 
the Ming dynasty. In a record from the Zhengde reign (1505– 1521) that 
describes the religious customs of Suzhou, ritualists also sing the ballads of 
the gods’ origins on sacrifi cial occasions: “In the songs of the ritualists, the 
lyrics all describe the provenance of the gods. It is said that the gods rejoice 
when they hear them. Th ey call this a ‘Tea Banquet.’ ”117

In this one source alone the par tic u lar gods to which these narrative 
songs and sacrifi ces are off ered are known by many names: “Five Saints,” 
“Five Lads” (Wulang), “Five Manifestations” (Wuxian), and several more of 
these demonic gods. In Suzhou too the painted repre sen ta tions of these vari-
ously named gods are present during the ceremony. Th e procedures are acted 
out by ritualists and are said to be widely pop u lar already during the fi fteenth 
century.118 As always these pentads are also known for their capacity to mar-
shal dark warriors and chase away intruders.119 In short, we witness  here the 
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narrative content of rituals dedicated to the same type of deities one would 
fi nd in vernacular novels.

Although the issue of fi ction remains a moot point, the ballads sung by 
ritualists are said to be original creations. One source suggests that ritualists 
from the greater Hangzhou and Suzhou region themselves “put together” 
their ballads of the origins of the “Holy Saints of the Five Quarters” (Wufang 
Xianshengzhe). We have encountered these gods in Wang Zhideng’s Compi-
lation; they are the same gods as those subjugated by the Perfected Person of 
Mt. Kuangfu: “Th ey sing the ballads of praising the gods, providing narra-
tives that cover origins and endings, so detailed and so extraordinary. It is 
unclear from where they got them. Probably these are just put together by the 
ritualists.”120 Th ese cannot have been short ballads, as the author exclaims 
that they are “so detailed and so extraordinary.” Narratives that tell the sto-
ries of gods as part of sacrifi cial ballads dedicated to fi ve local saints appear 
to have been widespread. Rec ords indicate that the ritualists of Jiangxi, 
located between Hunan and Suzhou, act out similar sacrifi cial per for mances 
for groups of fi ve gods with diff erent names, including the “Five Penetra-
tions” (Wutong).121 According to the gazetteer, these are alternatively known 
as the “Furies” (Chang). Although the record from Jiangxi does not mention 
the narrative content of the sacrifi cial ballads that are sung and danced be-
fore these fi ve gods, it is more than likely that the ritualists of Jiangxi would 
also praise their gods by narrating their sacred deeds— literally the “work of 
the gods.”

Th e remarkable thing about these rec ords is that in the regions of Jiangsu, 
Jiangxi, and Hunan there are ritualists who sing sacrifi cial ballads about (the 
provenance of) the gods that they sacrifi ce to and that their gods are otherwise 
well known from novels. Moreover they are all active during the sixteenth 
century, before the printing of the bulk of vernacular novels. Th e inclusion of 
hagiographic explanations in religious ballads is quite common in late impe-
rial China, and the fact that they are put into a narrative format is to be 
expected. In that sense they are blueprints for the novel; even a long reli-
gious narrative like Canonization does not suff er great injustice if defi ned as a 
large compilation of hagiographic explanations.

So it seems that Canonization of the Gods and other Ming novels are best 
understood as intimately connected with their ritual environment— not merely 
in terms of ritual affi  liation but even in terms of narrative content. Th is rein-
forces my earlier conclusion that the novel is based on ritual antecedents, as 
shown by the congruence of the pantheons that the novel shares with martial 
ritual. All the unruly spirits that are promoted into divine pantheons at the 
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end of Canonization correspond to the pantheons that are commonly in-
voked by the ritualists described earlier. We have seen that the Th under 
Division headed by Marshal Deng is one of the most important of those 
pantheons, yet other celestial divisions also play important roles in vernacu-
lar ritual. Th e Plague Division headed by Kuangfu is an additional example 
of a pantheon that is invoked by ritualists during the Ming dynasty and be-
fore. And other gods promoted in Canonization— Zhao Gongming, Yin Jiao, 
and Li Nezha— are similarly indispensable in the same sphere of vernacular 
ritual. Just as in the ballads for the Five Saints, the gods canonized in the 
novel are addressed by means of narrative spells when their presence needs to 
be invoked by means of actual ritual.

Spells for invoking gods follow predictable patterns. At the heart of these 
spells, even the shortest ones, lies a brief reiteration of the god’s background 
and the special powers or deeds that have qualifi ed him for canonization into 
divine ranks. Th e narratives of the spells thus reconstitute the gods by stipu-
lating their identity and their divine works. For example, the spell of Marshal 
Deng states:

Fierce General of Th underclap, God of Scorching Fire,
During the time of the Yellow Emperor you served as General.
You fought Chi You to death and thus established your merit,
So that the Jade Emperor ordered you to preside over Th underclap.122

A relation is forged between merit achieved in battle and the divine rank or 
function bestowed by the Jade Emperor. Th is principle is also at work in the 
spells for other violent protagonists of Canonization, such as Yin Jiao and Zhao 
Gongming.123 In short, the invocation narratives repeat the now well- known 
fact that martial prowess leads to divine status for spirits with demonic 
 origins— as long as they subsequently are loyal to the Daoist hierarchy. Th e 
ferocious offi  cers of the Th under Division or the Plague Division, whose violent 
powers are at once the prerequisite for their inclusion within the celestial hier-
archy and also the impediment that prevents them from climbing too fast or 
too high within that hierarchy, have all started out as unruly spirits, as orphan 
souls, as deviant essences.

Despite the pervasive rhetoric of the need to annihilate devious spirits, 
Daoists are well aware of their martial guards’ demonic origins. One 
thirteenth- century Daoist, Lu Ye, admits very generally that the troops of the 
celestial bureaucracy are “evildoing and wicked demons.”124 Another Daoist 
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author states more pointedly, “Th e Th under Gods are violent and savage, one 
needs bloody sacrifi ces when off ering to them.”125 Demonic warriors enlisted 
by ritualists are commonly feasted with extensive banquets.

War—demonic warfare— ultimately is the narrative premise of Canon-
ization; without it the road to divinization would be much longer. It is this 
principle of meritorious battle that informs the actions of these same charac-
ters in the novel. In order for the hundreds of historical and unhistorical 
protagonists of Canonization to become suitable candidates for canonization 
as divinities, they too will need to engage violently in battle confrontations. 
Ultimately they will need to die prematurely and become orphan spirits. 
From the beginning, all the wars waged in the story are conceived as part of 
the plan that is to lead to the canonization of the gods. Th e Daoist Celestial 
Worthy of Primordial Beginning (Yuanshi Tianzun) compiles his “List of 
Canonizations” for this par tic u lar purpose, and King Wu’s eminent strategist 
Jiang Ziya is appointed as the performer of the ritual of canonization. Th e 
author almost constantly reminds the reader of the teleology driving unruly 
spirits to participate in this dynastic battle. Starting right away in chapter 1, 
the author introduces the two sons of King Zhòu, Yin Jiao and Yin Hong, as 
examples of these gods- to- be. Th e author immediately connects them to the 
“List of Divine Canonizations” at the end of the novel: “Th is Yin Jiao later 
would be the Great Year on the ‘List of Divine Canonizations’; Yin Hong 
was to be the God of the Five Grains— both famous divine generals.”126 Th is 
preemptive announcement of certain characters to be included on the list of 
canonizations is repeated throughout the story, sometimes even phrased as 
“receiving off erings on the Altar for the Canonization of the Gods.”127 But 
until the victims of untimely death can be invested with divine rank and 
position, they are still impure— they can be seen from afar as “noxious ener-
gies” (liqi), “fi endish energies” ( yaoqi), or “anomalous energies” ( guaiqi).128 
Th ey correspond entirely to the class of spirits that Zhu Yuanzhang had wanted 
to contain on his Altar for Baleful Spirits. In order to attain their transforma-
tion from unruly spirit to divine offi  cer, many fi erce battles have to be fought. 
Each time a character dies, “one ray of his spirit enters the Altar for the 
Canonization of the Gods.”129

Th e demonic opponents that need to be defeated are inserted into the 
historical plot by the highest celestial authorities. Th ey serve as adversaries by 
which protagonists establish merit. In that sense the dynamic that drives the 
plot of Canonization is identical to that of Journey to the West and Watermar-
gin, whose unruly protagonists are similarly inserted into a historical plot in 
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order for them to accumulate merit and attain (or regain) a divine appoint-
ment. Th e gods are made to work for their exalted positions.

Th ree unruly beings in Canonization— the spirits of a fox, a pheasant, 
and a jade lute— are told explicitly that the chaos they will produce to un-
settle the last king of the Shang dynasty will gain them recognition. In other 
words, what will result in celestial promotion for them is their mere partici-
pation in the story as “occasions” for other protagonists to display martial 
prowess.

Once King Wu attacks [King] Zhòu, you will complete your merit by the 
help you off er. . . .  

After the events have ended, I will let you attain true fruition as well.130

When King Wu’s conquest is complete, his new reign will bring reward to 
the supporters of King Zhòu’s old dynasty— an approach to inimical gods 
highly reminiscent of the Han dynasty versions of “King Wu’s Conquest.”

Th e “true fruition” of these demonic spirits refers to their future trans-
formation into a divinity with canonical status. Th e other protagonists 
in the story are not given this information, but the reader is frequently re-
minded that the death of a protagonist leads to a direct transfer of the de-
ceased’s soul to the Altar for the Canonization of the Gods. On the altar the 
soul joins the other deceased spirits, and together they await their fi nal apo-
theosis. In the end almost all of the roughly four hundred characters in the 
novel receive a divine title and celestial offi  ce. In the true spirit of King Wu’s 
canonization of the inimical forces that belonged to the defeated Shang dy-
nasty, redemption is made available even for the greatest off ender. After all, 
their only crime was loyalty to the existing world order. Th us the book ends 
with long canonization lists that include both the “good” and the “bad” and 
that render those categories irrelevant by focusing on the tangible contribu-
tions of protagonists in battle. What matters is not ideology but active loyalty 
to the powers they belong to. Th is is what allows for an unruly spirit to become 
a reformed servant in the divine hierarchy that Daoists support.

Th e end of Canonization of the Gods is written to fi t the beginning of 
rituals as they have existed since the Song dynasty. Th ere can be no doubt 
that this late Ming version of Canonization refers to an extensive body of 
martial rituals in the vernacular language. But while this certainly should 
make us rethink the validity of exclusive categories such as “literary fi ction,” 
we should not end there. In fact the mislabeling of “King Wu’s Conquest” as 
a literary novel is more generally due to the currency of modern Western 
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categories (literature, novel, religion, ritual) in academia. It is beyond the al-
ready broad scope of this study to off er a new theoretical language for dis-
cussing cultural phenomena from late imperial Chinese history. Yet if this 
study has shown anything, it is that we should be less adamant in adhering to 
the categories that our respective academic disciplines imply.
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Th roughout this book I have endeavored to historicize the continuum that 
exists between vernacular rituals for the deployment of martial spirits and the 
late Ming vernacular narrative Canonization of the Gods. It is a continuum in 
which the novel clearly represents a Daoist project for subsuming the gods of 
these local rituals under the unifying authority of a national liturgy. Th e 
voluminous ritual compendia of the early Ming— the Unifi ed Origins of the 
Dao and Its Rituals, Forgotten Gems from the Sea of Rituals, and the Golden Book 
of Perfect Salvation Belonging to the Numinous Trea sure of Highest Purity— attest 
to this pro cess of ritual absorption. Th ey contain the earliest articulations of 
pantheons that subsequently appear throughout late Ming novels.1 Indeed the 
standardized confi gurations of violent godlings that are invoked as martial 
pantheons in Daoist rituals are woven into narratives that themselves become 
standardized as the late imperial Chinese novel. Th e late Ming novel is built on 
ritual foundations that long precede its literary existence.

However, as we have seen, from the time it is fi xed on the printed page, 
the novel is no longer a simple product of religious structuring; it becomes an 
important contributing factor. Besides the entertainment it provides to satisfy 
the private predilections of individual readers, the novel assumes two chief 
functions that are of little or no use in the literati studio. First, it authenti-
cates certain gods who are too closely associated with vernacular ritual to be 
acknowledged in the sacrifi cial canon of the imperial state, the sidian. Pre-
dominantly nefarious spirits with violent martial powers, these gods receive a 
narrative canonization in novels that ranks them high as heroic contributors 
to the sacred history of China, an honor the historiographers of the imperial 
state could not give them. In that sense the novel represents a pop u lar, nonof-

CONCLUSION
From Local Ritual to 

Literature of Canonization
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fi cial canonization of powerful gods with inauspicious origins. In the exam-
ple of the Th under Ritualists who protected the Ming court with their mar-
tial rituals, the claim that these demonic warriors actually did participate in 
military battles to protect the Chinese empire is, in a historical sense, not an 
unfair claim.

Second, the novel codifi es a repository of religious lore for practical 
 application by ritualists in the communities they serve. Novels serve as blue-
prints for enactment by real people; their content is tangibly applied in actual 
life. Th is second function of the novel branches out in several diff erent direc-
tions. Canonization formulates a narrative within which the Emperor of the 
Eastern Peak is the unifying factor who provides a hierarchical network of 
authorized operation for the local spirits venerated as gods in local communi-
ties. As we have seen, access to this unifi ed complex is granted by means of 
ritual methods that are identical to those narrated in the novel, such as Th un-
der Ritual and methods of sublimation. Furthermore the novel off ers the 
epistemological framework for enacting the dramatic role that local militias 
play as demonic underlings of martial divinities. Th e novel articulates ways 
that local defenders style themselves as powerful warriors who tap into the 
effi  cacy of the god they serve. In the case of Canonization this effi  cacy is 
appropriated by or ga niz ing on the basis of the Five Garrisons, by employing 
ritualists who can summon Th under Gods (or other divisions of the divine 
empire of Daoism), by constructing a narrative reality that transforms mor-
tals into invulnerable demons, by highlighting the subordinate relationship 
of local demons to national gods, and, perhaps most crucially, by setting up a 
trajectory that presents the accumulation of martial merit gained in battle as 
a credible means to attain celestial recognition and even divine promotion. All 
these acts derive from the relational framework embodied in vernacular ritual 
and explained in the vernacular novel.

Th ese refl ections on the close relationship between novel and ritual com-
pel us to think about the relationship between the liturgical institutions of 
Daoism and the broader world of pop u lar gods, or tutelary saints, with roots in 
specifi c localities. Instigated largely by Kristofer Schipper,2 this issue has con-
tinued to provoke debate among scholars with diff erent ideological leanings. 
At one pole of the debate stand scholars who argue for the exclusive auton-
omy of pop u lar religion vis-à- vis larger religious institutions such as Daoism, 
but also the state. At the other stand scholars who argue for intimate ties be-
tween the two.3

In this debate narratives about gods (hagiographies, novels, plays) off er 
crucial data for analysis. On the basis of these narratives many scholars 
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acknowledge that Daoism plays some role in the complex fi eld of local reli-
gious dynamics, but they do not always take seriously the consistent role of 
Daoism as a mediating force at the heart of the broader dialectic between 
local and national, between autonomous cults of worship and canonical 
gods.4 Often scholars miss the signifi cance of the mere existence of Daoist 
hagiographies for pop u lar deities or of hagiographies that place local gods in 
relationship to Daoist gods. As a consequence of the frequent lack of a hege-
monic narrative that represents local gods as nominally Daoist, it becomes 
easy to argue for the Daoist failure to impose a singular orthodoxy.5 Further-
more it is tempting to argue that the existence of pop u lar hagiographies show 
the resilience of pop u lar religion in the face of the Daoist will to power. How-
ever, there is no reason to assume that one version of a hagiography is meant 
to displace all others.

What speaks volumes about the interaction between Daoism and its re-
ligious environment is the fact that an institutional religion that claims to 
uphold the authenticity of the Dao in the face of local deviations is the very 
entity that produces a hagiography that formulates local lore in Daoist 
terms. Although Daoist scriptures espouse a strict ideal of religious purity, 
those who recite and transmit those texts (i.e., Daoist masters) do not see any 
problem in maintaining close connections with the unruly spirits of local 
communities by off ering them a path toward— or really a return to— that 
purity. What apparently matters to Daoists is connecting local cults with the 
purity of the Dao. In that sense their act of ritual inclusion is at once an act 
of purifi cation.

What does not matter is that some (or most) hagiographies fail to repre-
sent the same version of the same divinity. Diversity does not necessarily 
signify a failure to impose orthodoxy, nor does it even point to a local cult’s 
autonomy or its disengagement from interaction with larger religious institu-
tions. It is more important that a god’s hagiographies often make manifest 
his or her commitment to the basic Daoist trajectory of promotion on the 
celestial ladder of success. Many hagiographies prominently establish local gods 
as divine functionaries who are subordinate to celestial authorities like the 
Dark Emperor or the Jade Emperor (both Daoist gods, certainly during the 
Ming) or earthly representatives of that celestial order, such as the Eastern 
Peak (also a Daoist divinity), and who can be commanded by Daoist ritual 
methods. For instance, when Richard Von Glahn argues for a separation of 
the “hieratic” Daoist version of local Wutong gods from “pop u lar” (vernacu-
lar) versions of the same, this is not necessarily proof of the Daoist attempt to 
sever the “righ teous” Daoist version from the “noxious Wutong demons” of 
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local religion. Rather the simultaneous existence of these diff erent versions 
can be taken as a sign that the local Wutong  were already on their way to 
becoming subjects of Daoist ritual.6 Th e Daoist versions do not dismiss pop-
u lar versions, they usually add new relational pointers to Daoist authorities. 
Th e fact that the Daoist and pop u lar versions of these gods “remained linked 
in the pop u lar imagination” arguably is exactly the point of hagiographies that 
describe the transformation of a spirit from mischievous troublemaker (good at 
quelling demons) to canonized servant of the Dark Emperor.7 Th is pro cess 
could not be described as a transformation if the pop u lar version would be 
disputed. Because of the general overemphasis on diff erence that has domi-
nated scholarly work in the past two de cades, these simple pointers of a struc-
tural kind have largely been met with analytical indiff erence.

Finally, and closely related to the pro cess of transformation, it is crucial 
not to think monolithically about the interaction between Daoism and local 
traditions as one in which Daoism simply strives to assert control. We must 
recognize that ritualists and laymen of local communities also seek to gain 
access to higher realms of celestial power, more powerful bodies of ritual, and 
greater regional (or national) prestige. After all, this is the kind of promise 
that awaits those who are willing to buy into the liturgical structure of Dao-
ism. Th ere is no reason to believe that the interaction between Daoist ritual-
ists and followers of local cults is mostly defi ned by mere passive ac cep tance 
on the side of locals of invasive attempts at ritual dominance by Daoists (or of 
committed re sis tance against such attempts). When Paul Katz argues that “it 
is essential not to overstate the infl uence Daoist priests exerted over local 
cults, or uncritically accept their claims regarding this interaction,” he nu-
ances this by saying that in late imperial China they played an important role 
“particularly in terms of compiling hagiographies of pop u lar local deities, 
or ga niz ing the construction of temples to them, transmitting their cults be-
yond local boundaries, and performing rituals at their festivals.”8 Indeed is it 
not precisely in ritual activities for consecrating temples and at communal 
festivals that we get a clear indication of how the involvement of Daoists with 
pop u lar religion works in actual practice?  9 It is not for nothing that commu-
nities prefer to have their temples consecrated by Daoists or that the biggest 
and most elaborate regional festivals are frequently or ga nized as a Daoist jiao 
off ering. It is hard to believe that this has come about as the result of a Daoist 
form of colonialism.

It is  here, in the interaction between the mongrel world of local diversity 
and the solemn formality of canonical standardization, that explanatory nar-
ratives are required. Although in actual practice an unruly spirit is brought, 
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more or less mechanically, into a hierarchical relationship with other divine 
beings in the context of ritual (and, very technically, by way of ritual), the dry 
fact of this manufactured connection is glossed over in the sacred narratives 
that rather more colorfully explain the kinship between gods in terms of 
martial conquests, miraculous cures, and sacred alliances. Although it is ritual 
that enacts the relational framework in which divine beings of diverse back-
grounds are tightly intertwined, it is only in the accompanying narratives that 
these connections are understood, rationalized, and remembered. In a sense it 
is narratives like Canonization that contribute to the relevance of ritual in the 
social reality of late imperial China.

Th e late Ming novel Canonization is the perfect example of such an 
explanatory narrative. It is particularly explicit in its reference to the Daoist 
standardization of ritual. But Canonization is far from alone in this reference. 
Several other novels from the same time period circulate in the same cultural 
sphere of vernacular ritual and martial gods. Each of them focuses on a dif-
ferent aspect of that sphere, but each of them similarly elaborates on the 
theme of canonization. Th ree Kingdoms explains the pro cess leading up to the 
divinization of the tremendously important god Guan Yu, who merits can-
onization after his bravery and loyalty in battle (and after his spirit posthu-
mously manifests himself), and it even presents Zhuge Liang as a powerful 
Daoist strategist (also worshiped as a god in late imperial China and associ-
ated with his own tradition of Th under Ritual).10 Watermargin illustrates the 
pro cess of transformation that demonic spirits may traverse once they fi ght 
for the greater benefi t of mankind, and the book canonizes these spirits in 
pantheons known from Daoist ritual. Journey to the West shows that even the 
most unruly and violent spirit (i.e., Sun Wukong) may become canonized 
(within a pentad of gods called the Five Saints), as long as it directs its fero-
cious powers against other demonic spirits and does so in the ser vice of the 
divine hierarchy.11 It is this theme of canonization and Daoist martial ritual 
that distinguishes these religious narratives from other works, such as Plum 
in the Golden Vase, Th e Scholars, and Dream of the Red Chambers. Although 
these later novels adopt much of the linguistic and formal features that char-
acterize the religious narratives preceding them, and although they remain 
pervaded by religious motifs, they do not explain or exemplify the ritual pro-
cess of canonization nor the liturgical structure in which it takes place. In that 
comparative sense Canonization is not simply a book about religious phenom-
ena; it is itself a religious work.
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 129. Ibid., chapter 39: .
 130. Ibid., chapter 1:  . . .  .

Conclusion: From Local Ritual to Literature of Canonization

 1. Th ese pantheons are not limited to Canonization. Examples of largely identical panthe-
ons of Th under Gods, such as those described at the end of chapter 4, can be found in 
Journey to the West (Xiyouji), Journey to the North (Beiyouji), Quelling of the Demon 
(Pingyaozhuan), Eunuch Sanbao’s Rec ords of the Western Sea (Sanbao Taijian Xiyangji), 
and others.

 2. Schipper, “Taoist Ritual and Local Cults of the T’ang Dynasty,” 831.
 3. See my remarks in the introduction. Also see Goossaert, “Daoism and Local Cults in 

Modern Suzhou.”
 4. Katz, Demon Hordes and Burning Boats; Szonyi, “Th e Illusion of Standardizing the 

Gods”; Von Glahn, Th e Sinister Way. Szonyi comes closest to affi  rming this dialectic, but 
ultimately he stops short of doing so: “Th ough a direct link cannot be established, the 
history of the Five Emperors of Fuzhou, it seems clear, cannot possibly be understood 
without reference to the Daoist textual tradition” (121).

 5. Th e authors mentioned in the previous note each confi rm an emphasis on multiplicity 
that the sources allow one to discern. However, while the fragmentary nature of these 
visions are naturally correct in that they represent the diff ering interests of diff erent au-
thors, they nonetheless fail to take seriously the fact that outsiders’ evaluations (by lite-
rati, mostly) are hardly a realistic yardstick for mea sur ing the tendency to forge (or ex-
pand) social connections, build communal networks, and accommodate the ser vices of 
Daoist ritualists. After all, in late imperial China Daoists  were most commonly under-
stood as those who wielded the most power in the fi eld of the divine. Th eir mission, so to 
speak, was exactly to build bridges between the lowly locality and the transcendent unity 
of the Dao.

 6. Von Glahn, Th e Sinister Way, 212– 221.
 7. Ibid., 214– 217. Von Glahn  here describes the content of the Ming novel Journey to the 

South (Nanyouji).
 8. Katz, Demon Hordes, 175.
 9. Ibid.
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 10. For Zhuge Liang’s tradition of Th under Ritual, see DZ 585 Guandou zhongxiao wulei 
Wuhou mifa.

 11. Moreover, while much of the nomenclature associated with Sun Wukong’s master “Sub-
hodi” in the fi rst chapter of Journey to the West is Buddhist, the methods he learned are 
clearly Daoist. Indeed the methods of the “Th irty- six Celestial Correctors” and the 
“Seventy- two Terrestrial Killers” are labeled daofa, “Daoist rituals.”
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anju  
anying  
anzhen  
Badawang  
Bailianshe  
Baodaofan  
baojia  
Baojiguan  
Bawang Mengjiang  
Beiji yousheng zhenjun  
Beiyouji  
Bi  
bianci  
bianji  
Bingling Gong  
Bo Yuchan  
bu  
budaosi  
canjunxi  
caodoufa  
Chang  
changci  
changgui  
chaobaihui  
chaodeng sheng fang   (chapter 4)
chaoyue  
Chen Chun  

Chen Kefu  
Chen Xiwei  
Chen Yizhong  
Chen Youliang  
Chenghuang  
Chi  
Chifeng  
Chi You  
Chu Renhuo  
Chunqiu zuozhuan  
cihua  
Cishan Zhang Wang  
Da Ji  
Dadeguan  
Dao  
daofa  
Daofa huiyuan  
Daoqi  
Daoshi  
dasi  
Daxue yanyi  
Deng  
Deng Bowen  
Deng Jiugong  
Deng Zhongxiu  
die  
disha  

GLOSSARY
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Disi  
dizhi  
Dongjing menghua lu  
Dongxuanfa  
Dongyue  
Dongyue dadi  
Dongyue Taishan Tianqi Rensheng 

Dadi  
Doumu  
Du Chenghuangmiao  
duchuang  
Erlang  
fa  
fachang  
faguan  
Fahai yizhu  
fan  
fangshi  
fangxiang  
fangxiangshi  
fashi  
fazhu  
Fei Lian  
Feng Sheng  
fengdaozhe  
Fengshen bang  
Fengshen yanyi  
fengsu  
Fu Bocheng  
Fubo Jiangjun  
fuluan daosheng  
fushi guqi  
Gaodao  
Gaoyoujun  
geming jingshen  
gong  
Gongshengying  
Gou  
Goumang  
guaiqi  
guan  
Guan Di  

Guan Gong  
Guan Wang  
Guan Yu  
Guangdejun  
guanming  
Guansheng Dijun  
guanzhi  
guci  
guhun  
gui   (demon)
gui   (return)
guibing  
guihun  
guilei  
guizheng  
guqi  
Hanshu  
Helin  
Hewen Daoshi  
hongjin  
Honglou Meng  
Hongwu  
Hou  
Houtu  
Hu Shi  
Hu Ying  
Hu Yuetan  
Huang Di  
Huang Shunshen  
Huangsi  
Hundun  
Hunyuan  
Hunyuan Yi Qi  
Huoleishen  
ji  
Jiang Taigong  
Jiang Ziya  
jiangban  
jiangshi xiaoshuo  
Jianwen  
jiao   (Daoist off ering)
jiao   (suburban sacrifi cial site)
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jiao   (arranging)
jiezhai  
Jin Ping Mei  
jing  
Jingshi Chenghuangmiao  
Jingshi jiumiao  
Jiu Tangshu  
Jiutian leidian  
Jiutian yingyuan leishen puhua tianzun  

junzhai  
kaozheng  
ke  
Kong Zi  
Kong Zi jiayu  
Kuangfu  
Kuangfu zhenren  
Langzi Shen miao  
Lao Zi  
Lei Shizhong  
Lei Wanchun  
leibu  
leifa  
Leigu  
leitan  
Leiting Dusi  
Leiting Xuanlun  
Li Fudao  
Li Nezha  
Li Taibao  
Li Wen  
Li Xianfeng  
Li Xizu  
Li Yulin  
Li Zhenyou  
liandu  
liandu, dengzhai, zhang fa  
Liang Qichao  
Liaozhai zhiyi  
Libu  
lichun  
ligui  

Liji  
ling  
Lingbao dafa  
Lingbao zhaifa  
ling fu mijue  
lingguai xiaoshuo  
Lingshun miao  
liqi  
lishi xiaoshuo  
litan  
litan zhuwen  
Liu  
Liu Futong  
Liu Tao  
Liu Yu  
Liu Yuanran  
Liubei Nezha  
Liujia feijian  
Liujia Tianshu  
Lü Bu  
Lu Xixing  
Lu Xun  
Lu Ye  
Luo Guanzhong  
Lushan Kuangfu Xiansheng  
Ma Yuan  
Ma Yuanzheng  
mixin  
Mo Yueding  
Nan Jiyun  
Nanhai guanyin quanzhuan  
Necha Taizi  
Nezha  
Nezha cheng  
Nezha naohai  
Ni Zan  
Nü Wa  
Pan Gu  
Pan Gu fa  
Pan Gu sai  
Pang  
Peng Yingyu  
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Peng Yuantai  
Piyun  
Po Zhòu zhi fu  
Pojunxing  
pudu  
Qi Jiguang  
Qian Han ji  
qiang fa  
Qingwei  
qishen saishe  
qitu  
Quanshan  
Quanshan dashi  
Rulin Waishi  
Rushou  
Sa Shoujian  
Sancai  
Sanguo yanyi  
Sanhuang  
Sanhuang Wudi  
Sanyuanjiao  
sha  
Shang Di  
Shang gong  
Shangqing Lingbao jidu dacheng 

jinshu  
Shangu shenpu  
Shao Yizheng  
shaqi  
she  
shehui  
shejia  
sheling  
shen   (god, spirit)
shen   (petition)
Shen Gongbao  
shenbing  
shengji  
shenhua  
shenmo xiaoshuo  
Shenxiandao  
Shenyueguan  

shezhang  
shiwu  
Shizhe Zhang Jue  
shoufa  
shouming  
Shu Xianju  
Shu Zaiyang  
shuihuo liandu  
Shuihuzhuan  
Sidian  
Sima Qian  
Sixue caotang  
Song Lian  
Song Zongzhen  
sui  
Sui Tang yanyi  
Suishen  
Sun Kaidi  
Tai Yi  
Tai Yi jiuku Tianzun  
Tai Yi zhenren  
Taichangsi  
Taigong Liutao  
Taisui  
Taisui bu  
Taisui Lingjun  
Taisui miao  
Taizi  
Tan Zhengbi  
Tao  
Tao Gongji  
Tao Kai  
Tian Rucheng  
Tian Yiheng  
Tiangang  
Tiangang shaqi  
Tianjiangmiao  
Tianjun  
Tianming  
Tianpeng  
Tianshu  
Tianxin  
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Tianzhen  
Tu   (Marshal)
Tudi Gong  
tujin  
tushen  
waishi  
Wanfa Tonglun  
Wanfa Zongtan  
Wang Guowei  
Wang Lingguan  
Wang Su  
Wang Wenqing  
Wang Zhideng  
Wei Juxian  
Weishui diaoyu  
weisuo  
Wen Qiong  
Wen shuai  
Wen Wang  
Wen yuanshuai  
Wen Zhong Taishi  
Wenbu  
Wenchengwang  
wenshen  
wensishen  
wenxue  
Wenyisi  
wu   (thing)
wu   (“shaman”; ritualist)
Wu   (Marshal)
Wu Di  
Wu Liang  
Wu Wang  
Wu Wang fa Zhòu  
Wu Wang fa Zhòu pinghua  
Wu Wang fa Zhòu waishi  
Wu Zimu  
wubu  
Wuchang  
Wuchengwang  
Wudouxing  
Wufang duiwu  

Wufang Shenwang  
Wufang wuhu changbing  
Wufang Xianshenghui  
Wufang zhi Di  
Wufang zhi shen  
Wuhu zhen  
wujiang  
Wulang  
Wulei fa  
Wulushen  
Wulou  
Wusheng  
wusi guishen  
Wutong  
Wuwen Shizhe  
Wuwu zhai  
Wuwu zhen  
Wuxian  
Wuxing zhen  
Wuyijun  
wuying  
wuying bingjiang  
wuying yibing  
Wuyue  
xi  
Xia Zengyou  
xianfeng  
xiangbao  
Xiangfugong  
xianling  
Xianlinggong  
Xiantian Leijing 

yinshu  
Xiantian Yi Qi  
xie  
xiejing  
xieshu  
Xin  
Xin Hanchen  
xingci  
xiongsha  
xiongshajiang  



244 Glossary

xiqu gailiang  
xiwen  
Xiyouji  
xizhai  
Xu jiangjun  
Xu Shouhui  
Xu Zhonglin  
Xue Shichun  
Xuan Di  
Xuande  
Xuanming  
Xuantan  
Xuanzong  
Xun Yue  
xunpu  
xunshe  
Yan  
yan   (cognate of yan )
Yan gong  
Yang Gengchang  
Yang Jian  
Yang Zhenzong  
Yangzhen  
yanyi  
yaojing  
yaoqi  
yaoren  
yaoshu  
Yecha tanhai  
Yelingshen  
Yi Qi  
yi xiegui fa  
yibing  
yijun  
yin   (excessive, illicit)
Yin   (Shang dynasty)
Yin Hong  
Yin Jiao   (or: )
Yin yuanshuai  
yingshen  
yingshen saihui  
yingshen saishe  

yingwei  
yinxie  
yishi zhi chuangzao  
Yiyong  
Yongle  
Yu Di  
Yu Shenjun  
Yuan Haowen  
Yuanshi Tianzun  
Yuanshi Yi Qi Wanshen 

Leisi  
Yubu  
Yuefu  
Yuejiang  
Yuhuang jing  
Yunzhong Zi  
Yuxu shixiang  
Yuxugong  
zaju  
Zaodao xuanqi  
Zaoqijun  
zhai   (Daoist retreat)
zhai   (stronghold)
Zhang  
Zhang Dadi  
Zhang Shanyuan  
Zhang Shizhe  
Zhang Xianzhong  
Zhang Xun  
Zhang Yuanbo  
Zhang Yuanying  
Zhang Yuchu  
Zhang Zhengchang  
Zhao Gongming  
Zhao Yizhen  
zhao wuying  
zhaolei  
Zhaoyao baojian  
Zhaoyao jian  
Zhaoyao jing  
zhen   (anchoring)
Zheng Zhenduo  
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zhi dayao  
Zhide guan  
Zhide yuanshuai  
Zhongtan yuanshuai  
zhongyi xunshe  
Zhou  
Zhou Mi  
Zhou Side  
Zhòu Wang  
Zhòu Wang bingjiang 

wuyuan  
Zhou Xuanzhen  
zhu baishen  

Zhu Di  
Zhu Yuanzhang  
Zhu Yunwen  
zhuan  
zhuangban  
zhujun baixi  
Zhurong  
Ziwei Dadi  
Zixuguan  
Ziyangguan  
Zou   (god in Fujian)
zou   (memorial)
Zushidian  
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