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Daoist Uses of Color in Visualization and Ritual Practices
SHIH-SHAN SUSAN HUANG

This chapter explores the uses of color in the
visual culture of early and medieval Daoism,
China's indigenous religion. The main primary
source for this investigation is the imperially
sponsored Daozang (Daoist Canon) printed
during the Zhengtong reign in 1445.1 It contains a vast collection of illustrated material,
including many texts that date from medieval times. The study will focus on two uses of
color: first, in images used in private visualizations, and second, in objects and artifacts
used in public ritual. Private images associated
with an adept's visualization practices include
illustrations of body gods-the divine and
protective entities believed to reside in various parts of the body-and portrayals of mental journeys to the stars. Both are depicted in
numerous meditative manuals dating from the
Six Dynasties (420-589) and the Tang (618-907)
and Song (960-1276) dynasties. The second part
of this study examines Daoist liturgical manuals from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries to
investigate the use of color in banners, paper,
and written documents displayed in public
Daoist rituals.

, . The Daozang, Daoist Canon, contains
a vast collection of material, including
illustrations for visualization, body charts,
ritual diagrams, cosmological maps, talismans, and magical scripts. Of the nearly
1500 texts, many date from med ieval
times and were preserved in the now-lost
twelfth-century canon compiled under
Emperor Huizong (r. 1110-1125); over half of
the manuscripts come from liturgical texts
written between the tenth century and the
1445 printing. For an introduction to the
Daoist Canon, see Shih-shan Susan Huang,
Picturing the True Form: Daoist Visual
Culture in Traditional China (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2012),

Color in Visualization of the Inner Body
Early and medieval Daoist visualization manuals that circulated internally among ordained
Daoists contain rich information about color in
Daoism. Literary sources predate visual documentation. One of the earliest Daoist texts on
the subject is the Taiping jing (Scripture of the
great peace). 2 The text, in which the earliest
surviving layers date to the second century,
advocates the use of painted images of body
gods as meditation aids to prevent sickness. The
text states that the images should be painted
in full color and displayed in an empty and
sunlit meditation room. The adept should face
the painting in solitude and visualize the body
gods appropriately. 3 According to the Xuanxiang
huanshen fa (Method of hanging images to
call back the [body] gods), different body gods
depicted in the painting should appear in
different colors that correspond to their associated seasons and organs in the five phases
paradigm. Hence, those associated with spring
are in blue (qing), those associated with summer
are in red (chi), those associated with fall are in

18-21. In this article, Daoist texts from the

Daoist Canon are numbered according to
Kristofer Schipper and Franciscus Verellen,
eds., The Taoist Canon: A Historical Companion to the Daozang (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), and follow the
Sanjia ben edition in thirty-six volumes
of Daozang (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe,
Shanghai: Shanghai shudian, and Tianjin:
Guji chubanshe, 1988).
Wang Ming, Taiping jing hejiao [Annotation of the Scripture of the Great Peace]
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1960).

2.

3. Lin Fushi, "Shilun 'Taiping jing' de jib-

ing guannian" [A study of the concept of
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disease in the Scripture of the Great Peace],
Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan yanjiusuo jikan 62, no. 2 (1993): 236-38; Lin Fushi,
Jibing zhongjie zhe: Zhongguo zaoqi de daojiao yixue [The disease terminator: Daoist
medicine in early China] (Taipei: Sanmin
shuju, 2001); Barbara Hendrischke, The
Scripture on Great Peace: The Taiping jing
and the Beginnings of Daoism (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2006); Shihshan Susan Huang, "Daoist Imagery of Body
and Cosmos, Part 1: Body Gods and Starry
Travel," Journal of Daoist Studies 3 (2010):
61-62; Lennert Gesterkamp, The Heavenly
Court: Daoist Temple Painting in China,
1200-1400 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 186-87.
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Season

Organ 1

Organ 2

wood

east

blue

spring

liver

gall

fire

south

red

summer

heart

small intestine

earth

center

yellow

spleen

stomach

metal

west

white

fall

lungs

large intestine

water

north

black

winter

kidneys

bladder

white (bai), those associated with winter are in
black (hei), and those associated with all four
seasons are in yellow (huan9). 4 Elsewhere in the
same text, the Zhaijie sishen jiusi jue (Method
of fasting and meditating on the spirits to
rescue oneself from death) advises the adept
to use painted images of the body gods of the
five organs and corresponding cosmic divinities as visual meditation aids to attain eternal
life. 5 Depicted on plain silk, these deities wear
garments whose colors correspond to the five
phases. Their matching cosmic divinities, who
appear as twenty-five anthropomorphic gods
mounted on celestial steeds, are divided into
five groups corresponding to the five directions:
north, south, east, west, and center. They wear
bonnet-caps and are equipped with a variety
of weapons, including arrows, crossbows, axes,
gilded shields, and swords. 6 While the text does
not specify the color-organ correspondence,
the following table of cosmic correspondence,
based on Livia Kohn's summary, charts the corresponding relationships of the five phases,
cosmic directions, colors, seasons, and body
organs (table 1).1
As indicated in table 1, the five inner organs
marked as 'organ 1' are heart, liver, lungs,

4. The English translation is mine. For the
punctuated Chinese text, see Wang Ming,
Taipingjing hejiao, 21-22.

s. Ibid., 292-93.
6. Ibid., 293.
7. Cf. Livia Kohn, Introducing Daoism (New
York: Routledge, 2008), 84.
8. Zhang Junfang (ca. early eleventh century), Yunji qiqian [The bookcase of the
clouds with seven labels], ed. Li Yongsheng,
Dao jiao dian ji xuan kan [Selected compilation of Daoist texts] (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 2003), juan 18-19. For a slightly different version, see Taishang laojun zhongjing

kidneys, and spleen. These organs are particularly crucial to Daoist visualization practices,
and are associated with the colors red, blue,
white, black, and yellow, respectively. Indeed,
in numerous Daoist meditation texts, these five
organs are simply described metaphorically as
colorful architectonic symbols. For example,
the heart is represented by the Scarlet Palace
(Jian99on9) and the spleen by the Yellow Court
(Huan9tin9). Although it is not one of the five
primary colors of the five phases, purple (zi) is
often evoked as a superior color as well. For
example, in the Laozi zhon9 jin9 (Central scripture of Laozi), dating arguably to the Later Han
(25-220) dynasty,8 the gallbladder, the residence
of the Lord of the Dao (Daojun), is referred to
as the Purple Chamber (Zifan9), a term rooted
in early alchemy.
One of the most popular visual conventions
in picturing Daoist body gods is to highlight
their physical appearances as bureaucrats
reporting to the stars. A good example is the
Highest Clarity document on visualization, the
Dadon9 zhenjin9 (Perfect scripture of the Great
Cavern), collated on Mount Mao (Maoshan) by
the Southern Song (1127-1279) patriarch Jiang
Zongying (d. 1281). 9 Composed of stanzas, the

[Central scripture of the Supreme Lord
Lao], DZ 1168, Daozang 27:141-56. For a
study, see Kristofer Schipper, The Taoist
Body, trans. Norman Girardot (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993), 108-12;
Schipper, "The Inner World of the Lao-tzu
chung-ching," in Time and Space in Chinese Culture, eds. Chun-chieh Huang and
Erik Zurcher (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 114-131;
Sara Elaine Neswald, "Internal Landscapes,"
in Internal Alchemy: Self, Society, and the
Quest for Immortality, eds. Livia Kohn and
Robin R. Wang (Magdalena, NM: Three
Pines Press, 2009), 30-33.
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9. Dadong zhenjing [Perfect scripture of the
Great Cavern], DZ 6, Daozang 1:513b-555c.
For selected studies, see Isabelle Robinet,
"Le Ta-tung chen-ching: Son authenticite
et sa place dans les textes du Shang-ch'ing
ching" [The Perfect Scripture of the Great
Cavern: its authenticity and its place in
the scriptural texts of the Highest Clarity
Daoism], in Tantric and Taoist Studies in
Honour of R.A. Stein, ed. Michel Strickmann (Brussels: lnstitut Beige des Hautes
Etudes Chinoises, 1983), 2:394-433; Robinet,
Taoist Meditation: The Mao-Shan Tradition
of Great Purity, trans. Julian F. Pas and Norman J. Girardot (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1993), 97-117.

TABLE 1
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FIGURE 1

The twelve kingly figures
associated with Mercury wear
imperial robes in yellow and
descend to the spleen, an
organ that is associated with
yellow. Dadong zhenjing (Perfect
scripture of the great cavern),
DZ 6, Daozang 1:517a.
FIGURE 2

Shangqing qionggong lingfei liujia
zuoyou shangfu (Six Jia talismans
for summoning the lingfei
[Maidens] of the Qionggong
Palace), DZ 84, Daozang 2:175a.

scripture is intended to be recited as the adept
visualizes body gods and cosmic divinities.
It emphasizes the relationship between the
divinities residing in the body and those in
the heavenly sphere, encouraging the adept to
embark on ecstatic journeys, soaring into the
sky, absorbing cosmic energies, and merging
with the Dao. By concentrating the mind, meditating, and breathing consciously, the adept
can visualize his saliva condensing into various
forms of body gods.
A common template shared by most of
the fifty illustrations in the Dadon9 zhenjin9
shows a seated adept positioned frontally
or with his back to the viewer, visualizing a
group of body gods floating on a cloud mass
emanating from his head. These body gods are
the bodily presences of the planetary divinities of Venus, Mercury, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn,

The numbers of planetary deities from
each star vary: Jupiter has nine, Mars eight,
Venus seven, Mercury five, and Saturn
twelve; see Dadong zhenjing, DZ 6, Daozang
1:516-18. For more study of this illustrated
text, see Huang, "Daoist Imagery of Body
and Cosmos, Part 1," 64-67.
10.

the Sun, and the Moon.10 Their dress varies in
style and color according to their rank and
body location. For example, the twelve kingly
figures (fig. 1) associated with Mercury wear
imperial robes in yellow and descend to the
spleen, which is also associated with yellow,11 and the eight officials associated with
Mars are dressed in red (chi) as they enter the
scarlet (jian9) palace of the heart. 12 There are
many more body gods illustrated in Daoist
visualization manuals, of which most include
detailed textual descriptions of the specific
colors of their garments, caps, shoes, and tablets (fig. 2). 13 The stereotypical representations
of the body gods not only correspond to the
imagery of divinities summoned in ritual but
also resemble the typical devotional images
depicted in Daoist grottoes and temples, such
as those depicted in the fourteenth-century

11. Dadong zhenjing, DZ 6, Daozang 1:517a.
12.

Dadong zhenjing, DZ 6, Daozang 1:518a.

Shangqing qionggong lingfei liujia
zuoyou shangfu [Six}ia talismans for summoning the lingfei (Maidens) of the Qionggong palace], DZ 84, Daozang 2:175a.

13.
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mural in the Temple ofEternal Joy (Vongle 9on9)
in southern Shanxi.14 The colors, however, are
not necessarily the same.
Similar attention to color is also applicable
to the visualization of the grotesque-looking
body worms residing in the human body that
can cause sickness or death. 15 The illustrations of the nine worms (jiuchong) (fig. 3),1 6 for
example, include inscriptions that denote their
individual colors of blue-green, black, white,
or red. Visualizing such bodily spirits in their
concrete form and color allowed the adept to
control or expel them, a feature that led to the
creation and proliferation of images of such
body entities.
The purpose of stressing colors in visualization practice is perhaps to help the adept
visualize the imagined image in a more concrete fashion. A comparison of a black-ink
printed depiction of a visualized image called
choutian (adding and taking away), illustrated
in the thirteenth-century inner alchemy manual preserved in the fifteenth-century Daoist
Canon (fig. 4),11 and a colored version of a
similar image, depicted in an eighteenth- or
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protection of life through the elimination
of the three corpses and the nine worms],
DZ 871, Daozang 18:700-701.

15. For more study of the body souls and
body worms, see Shih-shan Susan Huang,
"Daoist Imagery of Body and Cosmos,
Part 2: Body Worms and Internal Alchemy,"
Journal of Daoist Studies 4 (2011): 32-41;
also Huang, Picturing the True Form, 52-65.

17.Jinye huandan yinzheng tu [Illustrations
of the return of the liquefied gold to the
cinnabar field], DZ 151, Daozang 3:103c-11oa.
18. Huang, Picturing the True Form, 65;
Stephen Little and Shawn Eichman, eds.,
Taoism and the Art of China (Chicago: Art
Institute of Chicago, 2000), 344-47.
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nineteenth-century handscroll in the White
Cloud Temple Collection,18 illustrates the
point. Both images depict the same episode
from the same illustrated text of internal
alchemy. The image features a cauldron on a
three-tiered altar, a symbolic reference to the
body transformed in internal alchemy. A round
shape at the center of the cauldron symbolizes liquefied gold-the end product of inner
alchemy. Two harmful body spirits, depicted
as hybrid one-legged creatures, flee the boiling cauldron. The colored version of this episode is clearly more effective in articulating
the blue and white dragons swirling around
the alchemical cauldron, as well as the exiting
body spirits shown inside the cloudlike enclosure emanating from the red elixir forming in
the cauldron.
One finds the most elaborate color instructions in Daoist visualization texts dealing with
the adept's imaginary journey to the stars, such
as the Wudou sanyi tujue (Illustrated instructions for visualizing the Three Ones in the
Five Phases of the Northern Dipper), a Highest
Clarity document from the Six Dynasties

14. See, for example, Xiao Jun, Yonglegong
bihua [The murals of the temple of eternal
joy] (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 2008), 135.

16. Taishang chu sanshi jiuchong baosheng
jing [Scripture of the most high for the

•

·1t

\

FIGURE 3

Illustrations of the nine worms.
Rearranged by this author from

Taishang chu sanshi jiuchong
baoshengjing (Scripture of the
most high for the protection
of life through the elimination
of the three corpses and the
nine worms), DZ871, Daozang
18:700-701.
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FIGURE 4

Episode of "Adding and Taking
Away," detail from Jin ye huandan
yinzheng tu (Illustrations of the
return of the liquefied gold
to the cinnabar field), DZ 151,
Daozang 3:107a.

(fig. 5).19 Owing to its position as the bridge
between the sun and the moon, the Northern
Dipper played an important role in medieval
Daoist visualization. This illustrated text thus
focuses on the adept's ecstatic journey to and
beyond the Northern Dipper at the Eight Nodes
of the year, that is, at the beginning of each
of the four seasons plus the four solstices and
equinoxes. One of the accompanying illustrations (fig. s) depicts the springtime journey to
the first star of the Northern Dipper, Van9min9
(Yang Brightness), and shows the adept seated
at the right of the picture, facing the Northern
Dipper at the upper left. The Northern Dipper
is represented as a graphic configuration
of seven dots lined up like a scoop with a
handle. A young lady standing below the
Dipper may represent the celestial attendant
of the first star. 20 Between the adept and the
Dipper are two groups of seven figures seated
on clouds and moving in opposite directions,
one ascending and one descending. The groupings of seven echo the seven visible stars of the

19. Wudou sanyi tujue [Illustrated instructions for visualizing the Three Ones in
the Five Phases of the Northern Dipper],
DZ 765, Daozang 17:218a-224b; for the
illustration featured here, see 219a. Cf.
Shangqing tianguan santu jing [Three Limits Scriptures on the Passes of Heaven] ,
DZ 1366, Daozang 33:808b-818c. For
selected studies, see Isabelle Robinet, "Visualization and Ecstatic Flight in Shangqing

Northern Dipper.21 The figures in each group
wear bureaucratic robes and hold audience
tablets. The explanatory notes above the illustration designate the adept at the center as a
'perfected being' (zhenren), with clothing different from that of the others. 22 The group at the
bottom ascending to the Northern Dipper represents the adept and includes the body gods
called the Three Ones (Sanyi), as well as other
internal divinities. The group on top descending from the Northern Dipper may indicate the
adept's journey back to earth.
The explanatory notes accompanying this
Six Dynasties illustration provide valuable
information about the idea and function
of color in the art of Daoist illustrations.
According to the inscriptions, which may have
functioned as color guides for illustrators, the
adept depicted in larger size to the right of the
picture plane wears a robe of light red (qianhon9) with black (zao) trim and purple (zi) strips
along the waist with a bluish-green (bi) cap. In
the round-trip journeys appearing at the center of the illustration, however, he is depicted
slightly differently, with a bluish-green (bi) cap,
a jade (yu) tablet, a bluish-green upper garment
trimmed in blue-green (qin9), and a scarlet
(jian9) skirt. The six body gods traveling with
him are divided into two groups differentiated
by different dress codes. The Three Officials
(San9uan), perhaps the three depicted in front
of the adept in both the departing and returning trips, wear golden (jin) caps, light red (qianhon9) upper garments with blue-green (qin9)
borders, and scarlet (jian9) skirts, and hold jade
(yu) tablets. The Three Chancellors (Sanqin9),
perhaps referring to the three seated figures
behind the adept in the two clusters of clouds,
wear bluish-green caps decorated in gold, light
red upper garments with black (zao) trim, and

Taoism," in Taoist Meditation and Longevity Techniques, ed. Livia Kohn and Sakade
Yoshinobu (Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese
Studies, University of Michigan, 1989),
178; Livia Kohn, The Taoist Experience: An
Anthology (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1993), 257-67. Scholars have
suggested that the Tianguan santu jing
was added to the Daozang from a now-lost

Song-dynasty Daoist canon; see Schipper
and Verellen, Taoist Canon, 4, 32.
20. The Northern Dipper consists of seven
visible stars and two invisible ones. For a
diagram, see Kohn, Taoist Experience, 213.
21. Wudou sanyi tujue, DZ 765, Daozang
17:218a.
22. Robinet, Taoist Meditation, 124-27.
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scarlet (jiang) skirts; they also hold jade tablets.
As for the standing young lady who may represent the celestial attendant associated with the
Northern Dipper, her garments are a mixture
of blue-green (qing), scarlet (jiang), and light
red (qianhong) fabrics, and she wears orange-red
(zhu) shoes. Following these textual instructions and based on figure S, Andrew Taylor,
associate curator of visual resources at Rice
University, worked with me to reconstruct a
multicolored version (fig. 6), which sheds light
on the colorful world of Daoist visualization.
One can even infer that the original illustrations accompanying this medieval text may
have been hand-colored drawings-the dominant form of religious illustrations produced
before the age of printing.
Beyond Daoism, there exist comparable printed and hand-drawn illustrations
with short coloring notations in eleventh- to
twelfth-century China and Japan. The oft-cited
architecture manual Vingzao fashi (Building
standard), commissioned by the Northern
Song (960-1127) government and first printed
in 1103, is a good example.23 Though the manual was printed in black ink, it contains many
illustrations of detailed images of architectural
parts, all of which bear coloring notations. For
example, the illustration of a bracketing system and the lintels adjacent to it is entitled
"five-colored decoration on a plain white background" (wucai zhuang jingdi jin) and contains
small characters on individual parts of the
architectural unit to indicate specific colors for
each detail. 24 The five primary colors are red
(hong), vermilion (zhu), blue-green (qing), green
(lii), and white (bai). A comparable example is
a twelfth-century Japanese drawing known as
Tahon hokuto mandara (Northern Dipper mandala based on a Tang model). 25 Short notes
specifying "yellow," "white," and "red," as well

23. See Li Jie (?-1110 ), Yingzao fashi [Building
standard], in Li Mingchong Yingzao fashi
sanshiliu juan [36 chapters of the building
standard] (Beijing: Beijing tushu chubanshe,
2003), vols. 7-8.
24. Li Jie, Yingzao fashi, 34:12a, in Li Ming-

chong Yingzao fashi sanshiliu juan,

8:12.

I would like to thank Shuishan Yu for his
valuable input.

as the coded number "six," were written on the
drawn areas of the lotus petals, clouds, draperies, arms of a guardian, and so on to provide
coloring instructions for the final production.
The only number used in this drawing to refer
to a color code is number six. It is likely that
this number is a coded reference to the color
green due to the harmony of the sounds of "six"
(liu) and "green" (lii) in Chinese.26 In Japan the
word for green malachite is rokusho, with roku
written using the character for "six."
An eighth-century manual ofDaoist ritual
robes, Sandong fafu kejie wen (Treatise on the
code of ritual vestments for the entire liturgy),
sheds light on the vestment colors of Daoist
gods of the nine celestial ranks. 27 As Livia Kohn
noted, the highest-ranking god wears a headdress "of one hundred transformations and
five colors," a "misty skirt of yellow brocade,"
and "jasper slippers of spontaneity and transformations of the five colors."•• The coloring
system ofDaoist ritual vestments imitated the
clothing of the gods and was used to indicate
the rank and relative power of their wearer.
The skirts were usually yellow, but the robe
changed from scarlet to yellow to green to
purple as the rank of the wearer increased. It is
interesting to note that the greater the number
of colors in Daoist vestments, the higher the
rank of the wearer. The highest-ranking priest
of the Three Caverns wore a nine-colored cape
over his other vestments. This association of a
multitude of colors with high rank may reflect
the Daoist notion of true form as constant,
spontaneous, transformation. 29

Color in Daoist Ritual Objects
Daoist liturgical manuals from the twelfth to
thirteenth century are amply illustrated with
depictions of objects used in public rituals,

25. For an illustration, see Huang, Picturing

the True Form, 287.
26. Some modern Chinese painters still use
the number six as a color code for green.
I would like to thank Phoenix Chen (PhD
student at Stanford University) for his
input.

27 . Livia Kohn, Monastic Life in Medieval Daoism: A Cross-Cultural Perspective
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press,
2003), 149-51.
28. Ibid., 149-50.
29. Huang, Picturing the True Form, 150-51.

FIGURE 5

Imaginary journey to the first
star of the Northern Dipper in
the spring, from Wudou sanyi
tujue (Illustrated instructions
for visualizing the Three Ones in
the Five Phases of the Northern
Dipper), DZ 765, Daozang
17: 219a.
FIGURE 6

Reconstruction based on the
inscription on figure 5, Colored
by Andrew Taylor, associate
curator of visual resources at
Rice University.
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including the colors of banners, paper, and
ritual documents. 30 These ritual paraphernalia and objects may be hidden or mobile, be
present only temporarily, or be minute in size.
Far from being merely static objects displayed
in the ritual space, they form an active part of
the material ritual performed by the priests,
and are touched, moved around, or carried by
the ritual participants. It is through the participants' use of the objects that their liturgical
power is activated.
Ritual banners were often made of silk or
other textiles. 31 Banners used to signify cosmic directions were colored in accordance
with the appropriate directional color of the
five phases paradigm-east: blue-green; south:
red; north: black; and west: white. 32 Banners
for salvation rituals-rites designed to rescue
suffering souls from the underworld and send
them to their proper resting places-were
mostly yellow, although blue-green, vermilion,
and white banners were used on occasion. 33
The Spirit-Moving Banner (Qianshen fan), for
example, is made of vermilion (or scarlet) silk
(fig. 7). 34 At forty-nine qi in length, or about
ten to fifteen meters, it is the largest standard
size recorded. 35 In the salvation ritual, this
colossal banner is erected in the east division
of the nonary hell compound, a compound
based on a three-by-three scheme. 36 The 'arms'
and 'belly' of the banner are suspended from
the triangular 'head.' The belly of the banner
is almost the same length as the legs, but the
arms reach from the bottom of the triangular

30. This study cites primarily from the following sources: Lingbao lingjiao jidu jinshu
[Golden book of salvation according to
the numinous treasure tradition], DZ 466,
Daozang 7:1-831; 8:1-825; Wushang huanglu dazhai /icheng yi [Standardized rituals
of the supreme yellow register retreat],
DZ508, Daozang 9:378a-729c.
31. The banners displayed in the Nine Hells
compound in the salvation ritual space are
sometimes made of paper with the intention of burning at the end of the rite; see
Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi, DZ 508,
Daozang 9:603c-604c.
32. Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi,
DZ508, Daozang 9:605b.
33. Cf. examples of ritual banners illustrated
in Lingbao lingjiao jidu jinshu, DZ 466,

FIGURE 7

The forty-nine qi long SpiritMoving Banner, Lingbao lingjiao
jidu jinshu (Golden book of
salvation according to the
numinous treasure tradition),
DZ 466, Daozang 8:577c.

head to the bottom of the legs, framing the
banner. Because its main function is to summon deceased souls, the inscriptions on the
banner all evoke soul-saving deities. The belly
bears the name of the Great One, Taiyi jiuku
tianzun (Heavenly Worthy Who Rescues from
Suffering). On the two arms are the names of
additional soul-saving Heavenly Worthies of
the Ten Directions Who Save from Suffering
(Shifang jiuku tianzun). On the legs are the
names of two perfected beings who serve as
their attendants (see fig. 7). 37
Paper is another important material used
in Daoist rituals since it serves as a symbolic

Daozang 8:577b- 78b; Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi, DZ 508, Daozang
9:602c- 605c.
34. Lingbao lingjiao jidu jinshu, DZ 466,
Daozang 8:577c. For two illustrations of
a banner bearing the same title but with
slightly different writing on the banner, see
Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi, DZ 508,
Daozang ·9:602c-603a; Lingbao yujian
[Jade mirror of the numinous treasure],
DZ 547, Daozang 10:163a; Lin Sheng-chih,
"Nans6 no d6ky6 ni okeru jigoku kyusai no
zuz6gaku-denry6 Ry6kai '6teikeizukan'
k6" [The iconography of rescuing souls
from hell and its association with Southern
Song Daoism: a case study of the "Yellow
Court Scripture Handscroll" attributed to
Liang Kai], Bukkyo geijutsu 268 (2003): 101,
fig.13.
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35. While the Fengdao kejie mentions that
the banners can be as long as one thousand
zhang, the longest banners illustrated in
Song Daoist texts are forty-nine chi long.
See Li Yuanguo, "Shilun lingfan yu baochuang de wenhua neihan" [A study of the
cultural meanings of Daoist banners and
canopies], Zongjiao xue yanjiu 1 (2002): 13.
36. Lingbao wuliang duren shangjing dafa
[Great rites of the book of universal salvation], DZ 219, Daozang 3:895b.
37. Lingbao lingjiao jidu jinshu, DZ 466,
Daozang 8:577c. For the diagram of the
lighting lamps for the nine hells shown
here, see Lingbao lingjiao jidu jinshu,
DZ466, Daozang 7:29b.
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medium on which all communications with
the gods-ranging from legible writings to
purely magical signs-are to be recorded. 38 In
the early seventh century, a monastery would
often have a papermaking workshop attached
to its scriptorium. 39 Although the paper produced in the monastic studios was mainly for
copying scripture, it probably also answered
the demand for paper offerings in rituals.
Song-dynasty Daoist rituals demanded even
more paper than those in earlier times. Such
increased demand reflects, in part, the growing
scale of Daoist rituals and the sophistication
of papermaking during the Song.
The Southern Song Wushan9 huan9Iu dazhai
Iichen9 yi (Standardized rituals of the supreme
yellow register retreat) lists a variety of papers
for the Yellow Register Purgation,4° some with
clear reference to its color. For example, the
yellow scripture paper (huan9 jin9 zhi), popular
among Song art collectors for labeling paintings and calligraphic pieces, is here employed
in the making of Shen9tian baoiu (Nine-dragons
talismans and registers ofrebirth in heaven). 41
Other miscellaneous kinds of paper include
yellow paper (huan9zhi) and white paper (bai
shouzhi). 42 According to Matsumoto Koichi, the
frequent use of yellow paper for talisman writing may be due to a general perception that the
color yellow is efficacious in communicating
with the spirits and that it is a sacred color

38. Paper was invented in China in the late
first century. For the history of Chinese
paper, see Joseph Needham and Gwei-Djen
Lu, Science and Civilization in China, vol. S,
part 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1974); Jonathan M. Bloom, Paper

before Printing: The History and Impact of
Paper in the Islamic World (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2001), 32-45, 230-31.
39. Dongxuan lingbao sandong fengdao
kejie yingshi [Regulations for the practice of
Daoism in accordance with the scriptures
of the Three Caverns, a Dongxuan Lingbao
canon], DZ 1125, Daozang 24:745c-746a.
40. Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi,
DZsoS, Daozang 9:661b-662c.
41. For visual examples of the Nine-Dragons
Tal ismans, see Shangqing lingbao dafa
[Great lingbao method of the Shangqing
heaven], DZ 1221, Daozang 31:111b; Lingbao
lingjiao jidu jinshu, DZ 466, Daozang 8:
295b, 301b, 35oc, 428c, 48ob-c; Wushang
huanglu dazhai licheng yi, DZ 508, Daozang

evoking earth. 43 The most popular Daoist paper
is perhaps the blue-green paper (qin9zhi) used
for inscribing all kinds of talismans, including
the True Writs in Five Tablets, and contracts
for ascending to heaven (shen9tian juan). 44 A
special entry that refers to Fuzhou qin9zhi sanshiba fu (Thirty-eight sets of blue-green paper
made .i n Fuzhou) may reflect a local specialty. 45
All this carefully selected paper is intended to
be burned at the end of the service.
Daoists used paper or wooden written documents to communicate with the gods and
the spirits. 46 These documents also came in
different colors. Thirteenth-century liturgical
manuals contained detailed guidelines for the
preparation and packing of ritual documents.
The written documents, once completed,
were sealed in envelopes and placed in textile
pouches or wooden boxes. The Southern Song
Lingbao yujian (Jade mirror of the numinous
treasure) illustrates some samples (fig. 8). 47
The packing materials for a written memorial include the innermost "perfect envelope"
(yuanfen9), three inner containers, and the
outermost box. 48 The inner containers come
in three colors-the innermost container is
green, the middle yellow, and the outermost
white-and their format is similar to that
of the envelopes. By the thirteenth century,
a standard set of such written prayers comprised a mountain tablet (shanjian), an earth

9: 6-9b. For visual examples of the register or coupon of rebirth in heaven, see
Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi, DZ 508,
Daozang 9:661b; Lingbao lingjiao jidu jinshu, DZ 466, Daozang 8:481a.
42. Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi,
DZ sos, Daozang 9:661b-c, 662b-c; for an
example of a talisman for attacking hell
written on yellow paper, see 631b.
43. Matsumoto Koichi, Chugoku no jujutsu
[Chinese spells] (Tokyo: Taishukan Shoten),
181.
44. Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi,
DZ sos, Daozang 9:661 b; Lingbao lingjiao
jidu jinshu, DZ 466, Daozang 8:48oc. The
term "green paper" here is different from
the so-called green-verses paper (qingci zhi,
used for writing memorials to the gods),
although, according to Poul Andersen's
fieldwork in Taiwan, green-verses seen in
modern Daoist rituals are mostly written
on green paper.

45. Wushang huanglu dazhai licheng yi,
DZ 508, Daozang 9:662b.
46. For a study of Daoist written documents, envelopes, and containers, see Ren
Zongquan, Daojiao zhangbiao fuyin wenhua yanjiu [A study of the culture of Daoist memorials, documents, talismans, and
seals] (Beijing: Zongjiao wenhua chubanshe, 2006), 274-335.
47. Lingbao yujian, DZ 547, Daozang
10:281b-c. Also, see Ren Zongquan, Daojiao
zhangbiao fuyin wenhua yanjiu, 281-82,
figs. 146.1, 146.2, 147.1.
48. As John Lagerwey observes from contemporary Daoist ritual in Taiwan, the gods
who receive the documents in boxes are of
a higher rank than those who receive the
documents in flat rectangular envelopes.
See John Lagerwey, Taoist Ritual in Chinese
Society and History (New York: Macmillan,
1987), 67.
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tablet (tujian) 1 and a water tablet (shuijian);
their writing conventions ranged from regular script to talismanic writs. 49 In some cases,
the tablets are packed inside layers of other
materials for increased protection. First, they
are sealed in three rectangular cloth pouches
(dai) with designs that are comparable to those
of the paper envelopes. so Second, golden rings
(jinniu) and jade bi disks of different shapes
(fig. g) are placed on the outer pouch and
secured there with wrappings of blue-green
silk thread. 51 The golden rip.gs and jade bi
disks replace the blood and human hair given
when making vows to form a covenant (men9)
and when undergoing Daoist initiation. The
mountain tablet is bundled with a green jade
disk, whose round shape echoes Heaven; the
earth tablet is bundled with a yellow jade disk,
whose square shape represents Earth; and the
water tablet is bundled with a black jade disk
that is either hexagonal or octagonal. Like the
aforementioned talismanic papers, the written
documents are ephemeral objects; they are
meant to be burned, buried in earth, or thrown
into a river or lake to symbolize their delivery
to the gods and spirits.

49. Lingbao yujian, DZ 547, Daozang
10:333a-b. For a variety of designs, see
Lingbao yujian, DZ 547, Daozang 10:316a-c;

Conclusion
This study explores the uses of color in private visualization practices and public rituals,
two crucial components that constitute the
inner and outer facets of Daoist experience.
Drawing from primary sources compiled in the
fifteenth-century Daoist Canon, this chapter
has examined different media used in Daoist
visual culture, ranging from illustrations that
serve as visual aids for the adept's mental exercises, to colored banners, paper, and written
documents used in ritual performance. The
Daoist world seen through descriptions of color
in the Daoist Canon and other texts appears
much more colorful than what one might
expect to see based on the colorless, black-ink
images preserved in the printed Daoist Canon.
Notations about color for the illustrations
accompanying Daoist meditation manuals
from the fifth to the thirteenth century highlight the prominent roles of red, blue, white,
black, and yellow because these five colors
correspond to the five phases paradigm both
in microcosmic and macrocosmic schemes.
Indirect evidence, such as the color notations

Lingbao wuliang duren shangjing dafa,
DZ 219, Daozang 3:939a-941a.
so. Lingbao yujian, DZ 547, Daozang

envelopes for other Daoist documents to
other deities, including the underworld
officers and jailers, see 317b-321c.

10:316b-317a; for more samples of the

51. Lingbao yujian, DZ 547, Daozang 10:334c.
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FIGURE 8

Lingbao yujian (Jade mirror of
the numinous treasure), DZ547,
Daozang 10:334c.
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FIGURE 9

Jade bi disks of different shapes.
Lingbao yujian (Jade mirror of
the numinous treasure), DZ 547,
Daozang 10:334c.
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colors. Among them, green-blue, yellow, and
black, the three primary colors associated
with the tripartite universe of heaven, earth,
and water, respectively, color the tablets to
heaven, earth, and water. It requires further
study to determine if there is an organic coloring program underlining the other packing
materials that is directly connected to Daoist
cosmic symbolism.
This focused study of the fundamental role
of color in Daoist visualization practices and
public rituals underscores the importance of
color within Daoist practice. More broadly,
it indicates that color can be an integral and
active part of religious systems.
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accompanying selected illustrations and the
related texts advising the adept to visualize
images in concrete colored forms, suggests
that many of the illustrations used by Daoists
were originally colored by hand. Multicolored
illustrations, in comparison to monochromatic
ones, produce a stronger visual impression
on the adept, and were hence more efficient
in helping him to generate his own mental
images in the process of visualization.
Artifacts used in Daoist salvation rituals
are equally colorful. The colors of the banners
marking cosmic directions accord with the
colors assigned to the five phases paradigm,
while banners associated with soul-saving
were mostly yellow. Paper used for talisman
writing was usually either yellow or blueand-green. Miscellaneous packing materials
for written documents for gods and spirits,
including paper envelopes, wooden boxes, textile pouches, and silk threads, came in multiple
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