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Abstract Going through the evolution of the body of stories about Lii Dongbin’s
slaying the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword from a perspective combining
the history of religion and the history of literature, this paper suggests that those
stories are religious myths constructed during the prolonged rivalry between
Buddhism and Taoism, and that they reflect not only the inherent conflict between
the Zen theory of mind and spiritual nature (xinxing) and the theory of the
integrated cultivation of spiritual nature and bodily life (xingming shuangxiu)
of the “interior elixir” (neidan) school of Taoism, but also the changes in Taoist
theory of alchemy and in the discourse of Buddhism and Taoism. For Taoism, the
meaning of the story eventually changed from cultivation in seclusion (gingxiu)
to cooperative cultivation between men and women with sexual intercourse
(nannii shuangxiu), and the meaning was gradually secularized as the religious
backdrop of the story faded. Meanwhile, such conflict and changes not only
furnished basic themes and materials for literature, but, more importantly,
provided literature with means of expression, figures of speech, and power of
literary construction.
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For ordinary people and even for scholars, the myths about the Eight Immortals
are but folklores, and the cults of these immortals are but folk customs. In his
famous article “Baxian kao” J\fli*5 (A textual study of the Eight Immortals),
Pu Jiangqing pointed out, “These eight characters were put together for no good
reason. They were painted together rather casually, just as Tang and Song painters
liked to paint Shier zhenxing tu - —EJE K (True forms of twelve immortals), as
“four beauties’ were printed using woodblocks during the Southern Song Period,
or as Qixian guoguan tu LW KE (Seven Worthies® expedition beyond the
Lantian Pass) was painted in popular paintings in the Song-Yuan Period. In the
field of drama, the list of the ‘Eight Immortals’ differed much in different plays,
and was only gradually stabilized after a phase of evolution. Thus it can be seen
that the relationship between the makeup of the Eight Immortals and true Taoism
was rather tenuous.”" This view has been considered as a classic statement on
the issue since then. However, as I took stock of the stories about the Eight
Immortals, I discovered that early stories of this kind were a body of religious
myths constructed by Taoists and that it was only later that they evolved into
myths written by literati and popular myths that gave rise to popular cults of
these immortals. In this paper, I explore how Buddhism and Taoism made use
of materials from both folk culture and religion to construct their religious
myths as I try to put in order the body of stories about Lii Dongbin’s slaying
the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword (“Yellow Dragon stories” hereafter) from
a perspective combining the history of religion and the history of literature, and
then make an analysis of the value of religious myths for the study of the history
of literature.

1 Construction of religious myths and evolution of the Yellow
Dragon story

After the Lii Dongbin myth and cult had become widely popular, the “interior
elixir” school of Taoism of the Song-Jin Period transformed the myth, recasting
it into religious myths for its own purposes, including some stories attacking
Buddhism. At the same time, “A legend as famous as that of Lii Dongbin could

'Pu Jiangqing, 1936.



Buddhist-Taoist rivalry and evolution of story of Lii Dongbin 583

not be ignored by Buddhists. Already in the early Song, a large number of his
poems were discovered written on the walls of Buddhist temples. His shrine in
yiieh-yang was located in the Pai-ho ssu %57, a Buddhist temple. In Wu-hsing
in Chekiang, a statue of Lii Dongbin was placed in the eastern corridor of the
Buddhist Ch’i-yuan ssu #t[i5F in 1065. The Buddhists took a step further: they
claimed that the Taoist Lii had been converted by a Ch’an master.”” This myth
about Lii Dongbin being converted by a Zen master is an early version of the
Yellow Dragon myth, a story which later evolved into a complicated body of
stories in the rivalry between Buddhism and Taoism.

The Yellow Dragon myth constructed by Buddhists is definitely a religious
myth. Through canchan (studying Zen through question and answer or through
meditation), it transformed Lii Dongbin, the Taoist adept, into a religious heir
(fasi) of Zen Buddhism, which was clearly intended as an attack on Taoism. The
Buddhist “lantern records” (denglu) and historical writings including Liandeng
huiyao WX 2% (A Compendium of Lantern Records), Jiatai pudeng lu 3%
AT (A General Lantern Record Compiled in the Jiatai Reign), Wudeng
huiyuan, and Fozu tongji all carry detailed accounts of this myth. Chapter (juan)
24 of Jiatai pudeng lu even lists Lii Dongbin as a Buddhist monk on the basis of
this myth. Chapter 22 of Wudeng huiyuan narrates the story thus:

The Taoist adept Lii Yan, style named Dongbin, was a native of Jingchuan
of the late Tang Period. After failing the state examinations three times, he
met Zhongli Quan in a tavern in Chang’an, who instructed him in the method
for prolonging life. After that, no one could follow his whereabouts. Once, he
traveled to Guizong Temple in Mt. Lushan, and wrote a poem on a wall of the
bell tower:

All day long I live my life at leisure as a free spirit, and

My six vital organs are in harmony, showing I am in a good state.

With treasured elixir in my pubic region (dantian) 1 need not seek the Tao
from outside,

Nor do I try to learn Zen as I feel not my mind when looking into the
mirror.

Shortly after that, Lii went by the Yellow Dragon Mountain, where he
saw purple clouds forming into a canopy over the mountain. Suspecting there
must be some extraordinary being (yiren) in the mountain, he went to pay his
respects. The Dragon had just begun his official audience. When the Dragon

2Baldrian-Hussein, 1986.
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saw Lii among others, he knew that must be Lord Lii. Wanting to entice him to
come forward, he said sharply, “Someone on the side of my seat is stealing my
teaching!” Lii stood out resolutely and challenged the Dragon with a question,
“A grain of millet has in it the whole world, and in a half-liter pan are boiled
mountains and rivers. What does that mean?”” Pointing his finger at Lii, the
Dragon said, “You corpse-clinging ghost (shoushigui)!” Lii said, “What will
you say if I tell you I’ve got elixir for immortality in my bag?” The Dragon
said, “Even if you were to live through eight hundred eons (jie), you would
still end up in emptiness!” Lii was slightly surprised, and flew his sword at the
Dragon at threat. However, the sword could not get near the Dragon. At this
time, Lii knelt down twice in obeisance to the Dragon and asked the Dragon to
point out the right direction for him. The Dragon retorted, “Let’s put aside ‘in
a half-liter pan are boiled mountains and rivers’ at the moment, what does ‘a
grain of millet has in it the whole world’ mean?”” At these words, Lii was
suddenly enlightened, and chanted a gatha:

Discarding my gourds (for making elixir) and throwing away my zither,
I no longer cling to the idea of obtaining gold elixir from mercury.
After my first encounter with Huanglong (the Yellow Dragon),

I came to know that I had been making efforts in the wrong direction.’

This religious myth was very influential. It was dramatized in “Feijian zhan
huanglong” "&&|%r# J& (Slaying the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword) and
Wanxian lu Jiflisk (Stories of Ten Thousand Immortals), and was told in the
huaben (story book) story “Lii Dongbin feijian zhan huanglong” i % € &1%7
# % (Li Dongbin slays the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword). The play Feijian
zhan huanglong, which is lost, is listed under the “Yuefu” 'K/Jff (Ballads) section
in Baowentang shumu %3515 H (Catalogue of the Precious Word Library), and
from a sanqu (singing verse) composed by Xue Angfu of the Yuan Period, which
is a “chaotianqu” with “zhonglii” tune, and the entry “Taoshi erpu” P i
(Chronicles of the lives of two members of the Tao family (Tao Qian the hermit
poet and Tao Hongjing the Taoist theologian)) in Chapter 16 in Nancun chuogeng
lu BRI, (Talks by [Tao] Nancun in the Intervals of Ploughing), it can be
seen that the story in the play belonged to those constructed by Buddhists.
Wanxian Iu was a play in southern drama (chuangi) that is also lost, but Quhai
zongmu tiyao points out that it was a play that incorporated many stories about
Lii Dongbin. One passage in the book narrates the story of Lii Dongbin slaying
the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword as follows:

3 Wudeng huiyuan, juan 22, pp. 497-498.
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[Lii] once paid a visit to the Zen master Huanglong as he passed Hangzhou,
but there was much conflict in their talk. Lii then flew his sword into
Huanglong’s room in the middle of the night, but the sword was caught in the
floor through Huanglong’s magic power and would not move. Dongbin used
all kinds of methods to retrieve the sword, but to no avail. At the end, he had to
do obeisance to Huanglong and was willing to be converted to Buddhism.”™

The story “Lii Dongbin feijian zhan huanglong” found in Chapter 22 of Xingshi
hengyan TRIAES (Lasting Words to Awaken the World) by Feng Menglong
should be a story reflecting Buddhist purposes that had come down from the
Song Period in the story-telling (shuohua) tradition. There are four reasons for
this argument. First, the names of three places mentioned in the story were names
used in the Song administrative system; second, all the verses used in the story
are works produced before the Yuan Period, e.g. “Fengjian” iXi# (Satire) had
been written by Bai Juyi (of the Tang Period), the “mantingfang ci”, by Su Shi (of
the Song Period), and the poem beginning with the line “Tieniu gengdi zhong
jingian” /R 44 (An iron cattle plows the field for gold coins to be
planted) is found in the Liizu huncheng ji B35 85 (An Anthology of Patriarch
Lii’s Poems on Arising from Turbulence) printed by Song Defang (of the Yuan
Period) according to an older edition from the Song Period; third, the exchange
of jifeng (sharp-witted words) between Lii and the Zen master was the type
specific to Zen Buddhists of the Song Period, and the linguistic characteristics
in it are also consistent with the usages of the Song Period, making the story
quite in conformity with the genre of stories called shuo canqing (stories about
canchan between host and guest); and, most importantly, Lii was defeated by the
Zen master of the Yellow Dragon Temple both in canchan and in the contest of
their magic powers.

The Buddhist description of Zhongli Quan and Lii Dongbin as religious heirs
to Zen Buddhism was simply unacceptable to the Taoists, who had considered
Zhongli and Li as the founders of the “internal elixir” school of Taoism and the
patriarchs of the southern and northern sects of that school. So the Taoists had
comprehensively to rewrite the whole story.

For a long time, Taoists let the story go unchecked. For example, a poem in
Longhu huandan juesong, a book written by Lin Taigu in the reign of Emperor
Taizong of the Song, reads,

Often have I studied Yinfu jing BI754 (Secret Figures) and Daode jing
B2 (Lao Zi),

* Quhai zongmu tiyao, 1992, juan 31, p. 1385.
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But now I believe more in Master Lii. (a note here says, “Master Lii’s name
is Dongbin. He is probably someone who attained to the Tao in recent times.”)

He speaks not about preparing drugs with fire burning for many years,

But points directly to the half-liter pan for making elixir. (a note here says,
“A poem by Master Lii says, ‘A grain of millet has in it the whole world, and in
a half-liter pan are boiled mountains and rivers.’”)’

The two lines in the latter note quoted above was used as jifeng when Lii Dongbin
had his canchan with Huanglong, and was even recorded in Xianyuan yishi A5t
it H (Anecdotes About the Immortals), which was later used as a source for Fozu
tongji by the Buddhist Zhipan.

It can be seen that when Bai Yuchan, acting as a successor of the southern sect
of the “internal elixir” school of Taoism, tried to compile numerous stories about
Lii Dongbin for the purpose of making up a genealogy for his sect, he rewrote the
Yellow Dragon story in his Pingjiang hehui shengtang,

Some said he had worn a white shirt, and some, a paper coat,

With a sword he traversed the sky and came to this place several times.

Laughingly he went to Entrusting-Son Mountain (Touzi shan) to follow an
accomplished guru,

And with a few words he silenced old Huanglong in canchan.®

From the last line of the poem, it is known that Lii Dongbin is said to have
defeated the Zen master Huanglong in this version of the story.

But it seems that Taoist historians were slow to respond to this rewriting by
Bai Yuchan. Chunyang dijun shenhua miaotong ji 4GP 54k iz (Annals
of the Divine Transformations and Wondrous Communications of the Sovereign
Lord Chunyang), the pictured hagiography Chunyang dijun shenyou xianhua tu
4liBH 417 7 #37 BAL I (The pictured travels and transformations of the Sovereign
Lord Chunyang) in the Palace of Eternal Joy (Yongle gong), Liizu zhi B
(Record of Patriarch Lii), and Lishi zhenxian tidao tongjian JJj i FANAKEIE % (4
Comprehensive Mirror on Successive Generations of Perfected Immortals and
Those Who Embody the Tao) all avoided this story. Nor was the story included
in Liizu quanzhuan B4:4% (A Comprehensive Biography of Patriarch Lii) or
the Houzhuan J5ifk (Supplement) to it written by Wang Xiangxu, a novelist who
believed in Taoism. Miao Shanshi (author of Chunyang dijun shenhua miaotong
Ji), not only decided against incorporating the Yellow Dragon myth into his book,
but sharply criticized the story.

SLin Taigu, 1988, p. 167.
¢“Pingjiang hehui shengtang” VI #4145 (Ascending to the main hall at the Taoist
conference in Pingjiang), in Bai Yuchan, 1988, juan 3, p. 130.
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In view of the wide popularity the Yellow Dragon myth was enjoying,
Taoists had to take two countermeasures. The first was to argue that it was another
person who had tried to kill Huanglong. This approach is represented by Wang
Chongjian’s Dongye jianji 4%% (Notes from Winter Evenings), which claims,
“In the popular story, it is said that a Dongbin sported with the prostitute
Bai Mudan (White Peony) and tried to kill Huanglong, but this was all done by
Yan Dongbin of the Song Dynasty rather than Chunyang. How can it be that a
superior perfected being [like Lii] still has carnal desires or nurse such anger!””’
The second approach was to reinterpret Lii’s “slaying of the Yellow Dragon
with a flying sword” as jifeng used in canchan. This approach are represented
in Liu Zhenren (adept Liu) and Wuwozi’s works. Wuwozi’s Liizu quanshu first
narrates Li’s deeds as recorded in Liizu zhi, but it then added 32 new entries as
“addenda”. One of these entries is “Canye huanglong” 2153 ¥ (Paying respects
to Huanglong):

Patriarch Lii came to the Yellow Dragon Mountain when Huiji the Zen
master was just about to give a lecture. The Patriarch went onto the drum
platform (leigu tai) to listen. The master asked who it was that was below
his seat. The Patriarch replied, “It is Taoist Man Cloud and Water (Yunshui
daoren).” The master said, “What if the cloud is dispersed and the water dried
up?” The Patriarch replied, “Then the monk would thirst to death.” The master
said, “Then the Yellow Dragon appears.” The Patriarch replied, “I would fly a
sword to kill it.” The master laughed, “Hoots! I cannot get the upper hand over
you in fight with words.” He then pointed out the Great Way to the Patriarch.
The Patriarch presented him with a gatha:

I discard my gourds and throw away my zither,

For not only gold from mercury can be Great Elixir.

After my first encounter with Huanglong,

I enjoin the common run of people that they be careful in seeking elixir.
After which he did the master obeisance and then left.®

Below the words “I would fly a sword to kill it”, there is a note saying, “Based
on this remark, people fabricated a southern play about the actually slain Yellow
Dragon. Liu Zhenren once argued about this, saying this remark was made in the
exchange of jifeng, which is quite true.” From this it can be seen that in trying to
reinterpret “slaying the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword” according to Liu’s
textual study and argument, Wuwozi was trying to eliminate the influence of the
southern play.

’See “Yan Dongbin” FiiF 5 in juan 4 (“ren’e” Nift, or errors on people) of Hang Shijun. (%:
BT 1148 W70, bl 4% i hitk, 20034F.
$Wuwozi, 1995, p. 62.
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The inscription carved on a stele and a northern play (zaju) represent the real
response to the countermeasure called for by Bai Yuchan. The inscription is found
in Chapter 7 of Wanli cangzhou zhi, and is entitled “Lii zhenren shenbeiji”,” and
the northern play, entitled “Lii Chunyang dianhua du huanglong”, was a play for
staging at the imperial court in the early Ming Period. Except for the quibs
and jokes by the Buddhist acolyte (xingzhe) and the Taoist novice (daotong),
the content of the play is basically the same as that of the inscription. Even the
wording is quite similar. Employing Taoist tenets and Taoist myths, the authors
completely rewrote the Yellow Dragon story of the Buddhist versions, making
Lii Dongbin win rather than be defeated in the fight with Huanglong.

To serve their own interests, the Buddhists and the Taoists created Yellow
Dragon stories consistent with their respective religious positions. However,
these stories gradually became out of tune as they were propagated. Especially,
common people began to extend these stories from their own perspectives as the
early religious background that had given rise to these stories continued to fade.
With this popular perspective, the Yellow Dragon story was combined with the
story about Lii Dongbin’s sporting with Bai Mudan (to be called “White Peony
story” hereafter), thus shifting the focus of the excitement of the narrative to
yinyang caibu (extracting yin to supplement yang through sexual intercourse).

The Yellow Dragon story told from the perspective of folk culture appeared
in fiction and drama in the Ming-Qing Period. The first story of this kind was
recorded in Sanbao taijian xiyangji tongsu yanyi =5 KW PGFECERE X (The
Voyages to the West by Zheng He) printed in the 25th year of Wanli (1597), and
then further elaborated in Chapter (hui) 5 (“Li Chunyang slept with Bai Mudan;
Chunyang slayed the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword” 2 4iBH7s (14 7; 4iBH
KOV in Feijianji K81 (Story of the Flying Sword), printed in the 31st
year of Wanli (1603). Sanxi bai mudan = 3% 4L+ (Thrice sporting with White
Peony), produced in the late Qing or during the Republican Era, devoted as many
as eight chapters (Chapters 10—17) to a vivid and detailed account of the story. In
Ming drama, the northern play Lii Dongbin xi bai mudan feijian zhan huanglong
E Rk A4 K815k (Li Dongbin sports with White Peony and slays the
Yellow Dragon with a flying sword) and the southern play Changsheng ji E1d
(The pursuit of immortality) also reflect the perspective of folk culture. The
former play has been lost, and its author is also unknown, but it is listed in both
Yeshiyuan shumu W 21 H (Catalogue of Yeshi Garden Library) and Baichuan
shuzhi H )15 (Hundred-rivers Bibliographical Notes). The latter play, which
was written by Wang Tingne, is lost, but the author’s preface to the play mentions
that there were “acts entitled with ‘Sporting with White Peony’, ‘Slaying the
Yellow Dragon with a sword’, ‘Summoning a general to conquer the demons’,

°This inscription has been transcribed by Sun Kaidi. See Sun Kaidi, 2000, p. 177.
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‘Converting Pixy Willow (Liu/shujing]) in Yueyang’, and so on”, from which it
can be seen that the play was written from the perspective of folk culture.'

The White Peony story was widely and brilliantly presented in almost all
genres of local drama from the late Qing to the Republican Era and even up to
the early years of the People’s Republic of China. For example, the stories in
“Diduban xinbian Shaoxing wenxi quanbu sanxi Bai Mudan” 1% Y5444 2%
SCARATB =14 (A Complete Enactment of “Thrice Sporting with White
Peony” as a Shaoxing Cultured Play Newly Edited by the Didu Troupe), published
by Shanghai Yimin Shuju; Lii Dongbin sanxi Bai Mudan %5 =% (A4}
(Lii Dongbin thrice sports with White Peony), written by He Juesheng and copied
by Yueju quben chaoyin lianhezu (allied group for the transcribing and printing
of the scripts for Guangdong drama); the Peking opera Sanxi Bai Mudan —3%
14t} (Thrice sporting with White Peony), also named Chunyang xi dong {1
i (Chunyang sporting [with White Peony] in a cave); the traditional play Sanxi
Bai Mudan in Wuxi opera (xiju) of Jiangsu; the Peking opera Xi Mudan %41 ++
(Sporting with Peony), also named Chunyang xi dong, and Du Mudan J%HF}
(Converting Peony) are basically the same as relevant scenarios in the novel
Sanxi Bai Mudan.

2 The conflict between Buddhism and Taoism on xingming as
reflected in the Yellow Dragon story

The essence of the Yellow Dragon story can be summed up as the rivalry between
Buddhism and Taoism on the issue of xingming (spiritual nature versus bodily
life), a rivalry representing another round of conflict and blending in the Buddhist
and Taoist intellectual world after “interior elixir” Taoism originated in the
Tang-Song Period. The rivalry reflects the conflict between the two religions on
ultimate goals. More specifically, it reflects the conflict between Zen Buddhism
on the one hand, with spiritual emancipation as its ultimate goal, and Taoism on
the other, with dual emancipation of the spirit and the body as its ultimate goal.
In the earlier Yellow Dragon story constructed by Buddhists, the weapon with
which Huanglong defeats Lii Dongbin is the Buddhist theory that “all is empty”
(wanfa jiekong) and the Zen theory about mind and spiritual nature. When
Li Dongbin comes to canchan with the Zen master Huanglong, the latter
reprimands him as a “corpse-clinging ghost”, and denies the usefulness of “elixir
for immortality” on which Lii relies by saying “even if you were to live through
eight hundred eons, you would still end up in emptiness”, which reflects the Zen
rejection of the Taoist idea that one should strive to achieve immortality with his/

Y Quhai zongmu tiyao, 1992, juan 8, p. 333.
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her body ascending to heavens (routi feisheng). In the huaben story, the author
even had Zhongli Quan expound to his disciple Lii Dongbin the principle that all
is empty and all is going to end up in a silent void:

Since the world first arose from the primordial chaos, in a small jie, or
129,200 years, the world will mingle into one, with all the sages gone; in a big
shu, or 259,200 years, Confuciansim will be gone; in an axiujie, or 388,800
years, our Taoism will be gone; and in a xiangjie, or 777,700 years, Buddhism
will also be gone. These are the fated jieshu."

This jieshu theory attributed to Zhongli Quan ridicules the Taoist theory of
immortality. It represents a religious paradox posited to the Taoist pursuit from
the Buddhist stance.

Faced with the prospect of Lii Dongbin becoming a religious heir to Buddhism,
the Taoists responded by adding the scene “viewing viburnum flowers in
Yangzhou” (Yangzhou guan gionghua %MW Ei4E) to the story. The essence of
this scene is to fight the Zen theory of “enlightenment of the mind and the
realization of the spiritual nature” (mingxin jianxing) with the Taoist advocation
of “the cultivation of both spiritual nature and bodily life”, or the theory of the
yin spirit (yinshen) versus the yang spirit (vangshen) leaving the body, which is
repeatedly mentioned in the story:

The head monk (shouzuo) of the temple went forth, burned some incense,
and said, “Venerable masters, today is the third day of the third moon. The
viburnum flowers in Yangzhou are in full bloom, and people there are staging
a viburnum festival. Wouldn’t it be wonderful for the two of you to go to the
festival to have a view of the flowers?”” Huanglong said, “Good! I’ll go with
Master Lii.” Huanglong went into his room and sat down with his eyes closed,
entering a meditative state. Master Lii remained in a joyful state. He did not
part with the monks at the temple, but continued to enjoy their company. Quite
a while later, Huanglong awoke from his meditative state. The head monk
asked, “How was the viburnum festival?”” Huanglong said, “It was wonderful!
Wonderful!” The head monk asked, “Did you bring back a viburnum flower?”
Huanglong said, “I do not want to be tainted with any material things. Insistence
that all is empty is itself empty.” Master Lii smiled, “How could you have
brought back any flowers?” Continuing, he said, “I can come and go at will.
Neither do I get trapped with either reality or emptiness. Tao is emptiness. You
said it was a wonderful festival, but you did not see the things at the festival.”
Master Lii then produced a viburnum flower from his nine-yang hood (jiuyang

"Feng Menglong, 1956, p. 453.
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jin) and four pieces soar stuffing from his sleeve. The monks were all excited
to see those, and saluted Master Lii, complimenting him for his wonderful
magic. Huanglong admitted, “When I was at the festival with Master L, I also
wanted to pluck a flower, but could not raise my hand. Though I have many
other skills, I do not know how to pluck a flower (in trance). May I humbly ask
you to be my master, and teach me the wonderful formula?” Master Lii said, “I
saw you were still quite occupied with fame and gain and would not be able to
attain to sagehood, so I came to convert you. You are able to have your spirit
(shen) leave your body, but it is only yin spirit. With yin spirit, you can see
others, but cannot be seen by them. So you can go to the festival, but will not
be able to bring back anything; and you can take in ¢i, but will not be able to
eat anything. Yours is a ghost with yin spirit, and can only do what a ghost is
able to do. The spirit I had leave my body is yang spirit. With that I can easily
see others, and others can also easily see me. Not only can I go to the festival,
but I can eat things there. When I gather my spirit together, it takes form; and
when I disperse it, it becomes wind. So I am able to have unmeasurable
theurgy.”?

This actually is a story grafted into the Yellow Dragon story from the story
about Zhang Boduan (later named Yongcheng k%, style name Pingshu ~F#(,
assumed name Ziyang 4, who was the founder of the southern sect of “inner
elixir” Taoism and author of Wuzhen pian 1&3Li& (Folios on Apprehending
Perfection), a classic for “inner elixir” Taoism), for the plot of the story is almost
identical with that in the entry “Zhang Yongcheng” in Chapter 49 of “Lishi
zhenxian tidao tongjian” and that in the entry “Zhang Ziyang chuan” 7K 4fH % (A
biography of Zhang Ziyang) in Liexian quanzhuan. However, such grafting is
consistent with the inner logic of the Lii Dongbin story, for similar stories are
found in Miao Shanshi’s Chunyang dijun shenhua miaotong ji, and in the mural
Chunyang dijun shenyou xianhua tu in the Palace of Eternal Joy. One example is
“Du Cao Xiangu dishiba hua” EE¥#lli%5 %5 1)\ 1t (The eighteenth transformation,
the conversion of Girl Immortal Cao). The abbot in the story had obviously
attained to a high level in the cultivation of mind and spiritual nature, and
was capable of having his yin spirit leave his body. However, since, unlike
Lii Dongbin, he was unable to have his yang spirit leave his body, people who
were giving out food to monks could not see him and thus did not give him any
food. Lii Dongbin revealed the truth to him, telling him to get reincarnated as a
daughter to Empress Cao. Finally, she (the abbot, now incarnated in a female
body) attained the Tao of fusing together spiritual nature and bodily life and being
excellent in both form and spirit, and ascended to heaven as a feathered immortal.

12Sun Kaidi, op. cit., p. 178.
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The story of Lii Dongbin’s converting Monk Zhang, recorded in the 108th
transformation in Miaotong ji Wbidi 4 and the 32nd picture of Xianhua tu BALKE,
is similar to the story of his converting Girl Immortal Cao; the weapon used by
him is also the dual cultivation of spiritual nature and bodily life.

These religious myths show that, while absorbing the Zen theory of mind and
spiritual nature so as to enrich Taoist theory, “interior elixir” Taoism rejected the
Zen theory of “enlightenment of the mind and the realization of the spiritual
nature” with the Taoist advocation of the dual cultivation of spiritual nature
and bodily life. From its stance of the dual cultivation of spiritual nature and
bodily life, “interior elixir” Taoism launched its criticism of Zen Buddhism,
which emphasizes the cultivation of spiritual nature, but not that of bodily life,
and distinguished itself from Zen Buddhism in terms of the ultimate realm that
can be reached, claiming that the Zen technique for cultivating the spiritual nature
can only lead to yin spirit leaving the body, and one could only enter the nether
world, while its own technique of the dual cultivation of spiritual nature and
bodily life can make yang spirit leave the body, and eventually enter the divine
realm.

3 Changes in the Taoist theory of alchemy reflected in the
Yellow Dragon story

Under the inner tension created by the Buddhist-Taoist rivalry, the Taoist content
of the Yellow Dragon story was gradually increased. This can be seen through the
sword carried by Lii Dongbin, for the way that sword changed reflected the
changes in the Taoist theory of alchemy.

In early accounts of the Lii Dongbin story, the sword he carries is that
of a chilvarous swordsman. For example, Benchao guoshi AXHIE 5 (National
History of the Present [Song] Dynasty) as cited in the entry “Lii Dongbin tangmo
ren” BIATEH AR A (Li Dongbin is from the late Tang Period) in Nenggaizhai
manlu BEMTE 3% (Random Records Made in Nenggai Study), “Yayan zazai”
S 248 (Miscellaneous notes for refined taste) as cited in Shihua zonggui Wri&
K (A General Compendium of Poetry Criticism), Yueyang fengtu ji -0 X 2d
(Geography and Customs of Yueyang), and Song shi 7 ¥ (Official History of the
Song Dynasty) all speak of Lii Dongbin’s swordsmanship. For another example,
both Yueyang fengtu ji and Yanxia fangyan say that Lii Dongbin wrote a poem
that was widely disseminated among common people. The poem reads,

In the morning I was in the Yuezhou-E’zhou area,
but in the evening I got to Cangwu;
Fearless am I with a blue snake [sword] in my sleeve.
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Thrice did I go to Yueyang, but no one recognized me,
Loudly chanting, I flew over Lake Dongting.'®

In the entry “Wei Jing zhuan” #2544 (A biography of Wei Jing) in his Huaihai ji
WEdEEE (Works of [Qin] Huaihai), Qin Guan says that Wei Jing “met Old Man
Yuan of Mt. Hua (Huashan yuanweng), who instructed him in techniques for
alchemy, for making swords, and for attaining immortality.”'* Since Old Man
Yuan was Zhongli Quan’s disciple, it can be inferred that the swordsmanship of
Lii Dongbin, who was a disciple of the same Zhongli Quan, was a kind of military
art, just as the technique for making swords learned by Wei Jing was a military
technique.

As the Lii Dongbin story evolved, however, the sword used by Lii came to be
described as the kind of swords used by Taoists to kill demons. In Fozu tongji,
the sword used by Lii Dongbin to kill Huanglong is a sword for killing demons,
because according to the story “Lii Dongbin would not admit defeat. At night,
he flew his sword to threaten Huanglong. Knowing what Lii was going to do,
the master sat in his own room with his head covered with his cassock. After the
sword had made a few circles in the room, the master pointed his finger at the
sword, which immediately dropped to the floor.”"> This episode of a Taoist and a
Buddhist abbot fighting each other with magical powers was treated vividly and
in great detail in the huaben story “Lii Dongbin slays the Yellow Dragon with a
flying sword”: Lii Dongbin chanted some incantations to “transform his sword
into a blue dragon, which flew straight to the Yellow Dragon Temple”. “It was
about the fourth watch in the night, and the sword had been gone for quite some
time, but, like a rock thrown into the sea or a kite with its thread snapped, it never
returned. Lii Dongbin became worried and chanted the incantation for retrieving
the sword, but it was nowhere to be seen even after he had chanted the incantation
three thousand times.”!'® Lii went to the Yellow Dragon Temple, only to find his
sword detained there with the magic by Huanglong. At the end, Lii himself was
sent to the demon-stranding rock (kunmo yan) to canchan through meditation.

The transformation of Lii’s sword of chivalry into a sword for killing demons
was because the Taoists had begun to transform Lii Dongbin’s image away
from that of a chilvarous swordsman, so as to endow his sword with the luster
of a Taoist magic sword. Ye Mengde points out in his Yanxia fangyan, “With
regard to the blue snake, many say that Lii Dongbin first began as a chilvarous
swordsman, but that is incorrect. The blue snake is just what Taoists use to temper

3Fan Zhiming, 1986, p. 121.

14“Wei Jing zhuan” %l 5t 1% (A biography of Wei Jing) in Qin Guan, 1986, juan 25, p. 556.
15Shi Zhipan, 1922-1933, juan 42, p. 320.

“Feng Menglong, op. cit., p. 462.
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swords with gi, and there are set techniques for doing that.”!” The “set techniques”
of Lii Dongbin came from two sources. The first was the fiandun (celestial
form-concealing) sword technique that had come down from Adept Fire Dragon
(huolong zhenren), as recorded in Chapter 6 of Liexian quanzhuan and in
Chen Hongxu’s Jiangcheng mingji L4 (Famed Sites in Nanchang); the
second was the tianxian (heavenly immortal) and ginglong (blue dragon) sword
techniques. Chapter 3 of Liexian quanzhuan, Chapter 9 of Lidai shenxian tongjian
PIACHIAIEE % (A General Mirror on Successive Generations of Immortals), and
Chapter 45 of Lishi zhenxian tidao tongjian all record that Zhongli Quan met
an extraordinary being, who instructed him in blue dragon sword techniques.
Lii Dongbin, as a disciple of Zhongli Quan, naturally would learn these techniques
from his master, just as Wang Zhi of the Song Dynasty points out in his Xueshan
Ji (Snow Mountain Records), “And Lii obtained Zhongli’s formula for using the
sword.”'® In Anging fuzhi, it is also pointed out that “Lii Yan ... went alone to Mt.
Lushan, where he met Adept Zhongli, who instructed him in tianxian sword
techniques.”"” In all these texts, it is made clear that tiandun sword technique or
tianxian sword technique are Taoist magic, for it is after he has acquired the
formula for the sword technique that Lii Dongbin “was then able to transform
himself and to fly”?°, and he “then began to travel around in the Yangtze and Huai
River region, where he tested the efficacy of his sword technique and eliminated
a flood dragon that was plaguing the local area™!. In the version of this story
narrated in “Lushan cuijian” J& 11781 (Tempering the sword in Mt. Lushan),
Li Dongbin actually tries to expound on the different levels of sword techniques
according to Taoism, “There is Tao sword (daojian) and magic sword (fajian).
The Tao sword is invisible as it comes and goes, while the magic sword is
controlled with magical skills. The latter kind of sword is visible to ordinary eyes,
and can only be used to eliminate demons and evil spirits.” The Tao sword,
however, can be used to kill wicked men mingled in large crowds, because “for
human beings, the spirit (shen) is the fundamental source, while gi is but
derivative. When the spirit exists, gi would be gathered; but when the spirit is
gone, gi would be dispersed. Once the spirit is killed, the gi would automatically
be gone, and the person would also die on him/herself.”*

To answer the attack from Buddhists, the Taoists also changed Lii Dongbin’s
sword from one controlled by magic to one for cultivating the mind (lianxi

7Ye Mengde, 1986, p. 734.

¥Wang Zhi, 1986, p. 442.

Y Anging fuzhi, 1986, juan 246, p. 62281.

20Wang Zhi, op. cit., p. 442.

2See Liexian quanzhuan ¥Mli%t% (A Comprehensive Compendium of the Lives of the
Immortals), juan 6, cited in Ma Zongli and Luan Baoqun, 2001, p. 730.

2 Lii Dongbin quanji, 1995, p. 40.
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zhi jian) of “interior elixir” Taoism. For example, in the northern play, the episode
“Lii Dongbin slays the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword” was revised into
Li Dongbin’s cutting away the three poisons (sandu) of greed, anger, and
ignorance with his mental sword (xinjian):

Today I'1l kill you Zen master.

Faced with the danger you may want to think over.

I’11 kill you because you are greedy in character,

Setting all your mind on acquiring food and clothes.

Even worse, you have occupied this seat in Yellow Dragon Temple,
Avariciously gathering wealth that adds to your sin.

I’ll explain clearly my reasons for killing you,

It’s not that I’'m moved to do so by what I just now saw.

I have listened carefully in the west porch,

Where | heard you talking about dharma and reciting sutras.
Wandering around I stopped in the east porch,

But [ saw anger simmering in you as you did canchan.

It’s not that I want to show off my eloquence,

But not a sentence I say here is in contradiction with the truth.

0, if every minute you are thinking about how to convert people,
How can you see through fame and wealth before you?
And,with the three poisons in you,

How can you attain true salvation?*

Under the influence of the theory of the mental sword, even the Yellow Dragon
stories constructed by Buddhists are infiltered with this kind of episodes. For
example, in the huaben story, when Lii Dongbin has failed to kill Huanglong
with his flying sword, Huanglong has him meditate on a koan:

The elixir is at the tip of the sword,

And the sword is in the heart of the elixir.

If one knows the reason for this,

He would transcend the suffering in the transmigration of his soul.

And in order to get the sword back, Zhongli Quan composed a gatha on behalf of
his disciple:

2 See Act Il in the zaju (norther play) Lii Chunyang dianhua du huanglong B 45BH 15 ALE ¥ %
(Lt Chunyang converts Huanglong after revealing the truth to him). In Guben yuanming zaju,
Vol. 4, 1958.
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The elixir is but the sword,

And the sword, the elixir.

If one gets the sword, one gets the elixir,

And if one gets the elixir, one gets the sword.**

This is hardly canchan, but is clearly the use of Buddhist jifeng to propound the
Taoist theory of the mental sword!

But such modification of the story is in line with the logic of “interior elixir”
Taoism in constructing myths about Lii Dongbin as the founder of the school. As
Lii Dongbin purportedly said in “Jiangzhou wangjiangting ziji”:

Many say that I am able to kill people with a flying sword. When I heard
that, I smiled and said, “Buddhas are merciful. Immortals are like Buddhas,
how can they take others’ lives? Indeed I have a sword, but it is different from
that kind of swords. First, I cut off greed and anger. Second, I cut off carnal
desire. Finally, I cut off all worries. You can say I have three swords.?

When the Perfect Realization (quanzhen) movement, the northern sect of
“interior elixir” Taoism, flourished in the early Yuan Dynasty, Miao Shanshi, one
of the leaders of the movement, undertook comprehensively to rewrite stories
about Lii Dongbin according to the theory of the mental sword in his Chunyang
dijun shenhua miaotongji. He took three approaches in his endeavor. First, the
techniques Lii Dongbin acquired for using his demon-killing sword was turned
into techniques for tempering mental swords. The entry “Miyin jianfa diqi hua”
WENGILEE LA (The seventh transformation: sword techniques in a book with a
confidential seal) is specifically devoted to this point. Second, using the theory of
“sword techniques with a confidential seal” which he had formulated, Miao did
his utmost to deny the story of “slaying the Yellow Dragon”, and vehemently
condemned the “talebearers” who had fabricated that story. He undertook some
revision of the gatha chanted by Li Dongbin upon his conversion following
his defeat at the hand of Huanglong, expanding it from a four-line to an eight-
line poem, and put it in “Ciji yinde disan hua” ZE3FBH%#E%5 — 4t (The third
transformation: good deeds done out with mercifulness), where Lii Dongbin uses
the poem to express to his relatives how he feels after he has become a disciple
of Zhongli Quan. Third, the theory of the mental sword was used to modify
or reinterpret existing stories. One example of this approach is the modification
of an existing story in “Youhou yonghui diwushi’er hua” & fHEEE i1 4k

**Feng Menglong, op. cit., pp. 463, 465.
»“Jiangzhou wangjiangting ziji” YL/ 35 i (LE’s own statement at the Yangtze-Watching
Pavillion in Jiangzhou). In Lii Dongbin quanji, p. 71.
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(The 52nd transformation: Inducing Hou Yonghui toward the Taoist belief). In
the original story, both the Tao sword and the magic sword are swords for killing
or exorcising demons, except that one is visible, while the other is not. Miao
transformed the Tao sword into a sword for tempering the mind by adding
“the Tao sword is a loyal sword used to cut off one’s own evil and absurd
thoughts”, and regarded the magic sword as a kind of magic skill. In “Zaidu
guoxian dishisan hua” FJ% Z54il1 55+ — 4t (The 13th transformation: re-converting
Immortal Guo), there is an episode in which Lii Dongbin uses his sword to test
whether Guo Shangzhao is truly earnest in his effort to learn the Tao, but Miao
reinterpreted it in terms of killing the demons in the mind (xinmo) of Guo in the
form of a poetic statement.

4 Discourse used in the narration of the Yellow Dragon story
and its evolution

A discourse is the vocabulary and manner of speech controlled by a given set of
values. Due to rivaling Buddhist and Taoist values, the vocabulary and manner of
speech used in the narration of different Yellow Dragon stories differ greatly. In
other words, the Buddhist-Taoist rivalry in the Yellow Dragon story is not only a
rivalry on the question of spiritual nature and bodily life, but also a rivalry in
discourse. The story was originally constructed using the discourse of Zen
Buddhism, but Taoists deconstructed this discourse in order to change the nature
of the story.

A unique phenomenon in the evolution of the Yellow Dragon story is that the
Zen master Huanglong changed from Huanglong Huiji to Huanglong Huinan.
This change clearly shows a transmutation in the cultural context of the story, for
the Yellow Dragon story featuring Huanglong Huiji as one of the heroes was
constructed within the discourse of the fendeng (division of lanterns) school of
Zen Buddhism, while that featuring Huanglong Huinan was constructed within
the discourse of its koan and wenzi (lettered) school.

According to Chapter 8 of Wudeng huiyuan, Chapter 12 of Chuandeng yuying
Jji%, Chapter 23 of Jingde chuandeng lu 548441 5% (Quotations of Buddhists
in the Jingde Reign of the Song Dynasty), Chapter 25 of Liandeng huiyao, and
Chapter 21 of Zhiyue lu & H3% (Toward the Buddha nature), Huanglong Huiji,
a famous Zen master in the late Tang and Five Dynasties Period, was successor
to another famous Zen master Yan of Huaizhou, who had been the seventh
generation heir of the gingyuan sect of Zen Buddhism. His name was well known

**Wang Sui £, et al. Chuandeng yuying ji &1 £E5¢4 (Jewels and Flowers Produced in the
Process of Lantern Transmission). In Songzang yizhen #j#izt% (Facsimile reprints of valuable
surviving fragments of Song Canon of Buddhist sutras), box 4. db5i: =r#2, 19354EHR.



598 WU Guangzheng

at the imperial court, which helped to make the gingyuan sect flourish. In
these documents, two items of information are closely related to the story of
Lii Dongbin’s slaying the Yellow Dragon with a flying sword. First, during the
Tianyou Reign (904-907), Huiji was the abbot of the temple in Yellow Dragon
Mountain, which is consistent with the record in Fozu tongji that Lii Dongbin
visited the Yellow Dragon Temple in the first year of Tianyou. Second, the Auatou
(dialogue starter) with which Lii Dongbin questioned Huanglong, namely, “a
grain of millet has in it the whole world, and in a half-liter pan are boiled
mountains and rivers”, is very similar to the huatou with which one of Huanglong’s
disciples questioned Huanglong. (The Auatou used by the disciple was “a hair
takes in a huge sea, and a mustard seed contains Mt. Sumeru.”)

The koan with which Lii Dongbin questioned the Zen master Huanglong and
the one with which Huanglong’s disciple questioned his master both belonged to
the discourse of the fendeng school of Zen Buddhism of the late Tang and Five
Dynasties Period. By checking the lantern records and recorded quotations of
Zen Buddhists, I discovered a large number of similar koan. Similar canchan
scenes are found in the entry “Guizong Zhichang” V15:%#% (The Zen master
Zhichang of Guizong Temple) in Chapter 7%, the entry “Longji shaoxiu” J&iF
#411%& (the Zen master Shaoxiu of Longji Temple) in Chapter 24?%, and the entry
“The Zen master Man of Wenmen Mountain” (wenmenshan man chanshi ¥ 1L
i #ET) in Chapter 22 of Jingde chuandeng lu*, as well as the entry “Guizong”
JH%% ([The Zen master Zhichang of] Guizong Temple) in Chapter 15 of Zutang ji
(Collection from the Hall of Patriarchs). Below is the last entry:

A certain Li “Wanjuan” (ten-thousand juan, a nickname for erudite people),
introduced by Vice-Minister (shilang) Bai, came to visit the master. Li asked
the master, “Among Buddhists there is the saying ‘A hair takes in a huge sea,
and a mustard seed contains Mt. Sumeru.” If you say Mt. Sumeru contains a
mustard seed, people would not doubt it; but when you say a mustard seed
contains Mt. Sumeru, wouldn’t that be absurd?”” The master asked, “With what
art were you able to obtain your position with the court?” Li said proudly,
“Hey, monk, don’t you know that I have obtained the position because I have
ten thousand juan of books in my heart?” The master said, “You are quite good
at making up such falsehood!” Mr. Li said, “How can you say I made up
falsehood?” The master said, “Your physical body is only this large, so where
do you put the ten thousand juan of books?”” Mr. Li did obeisance to the master,
admitting his ignorance, and became a disciple of the master.*

27 Also found in “Guizong Zhichang” in Wudeng huiyuan, juan 3, 1984.

2 Also found in “Longji Shaoxiu” in Wudeng huiyuan, juan 8, 1984.

¥ Also found in the entry “the Zen master Man of Wenmen” (wenmen man chanshi #1139
FAUT) in Wudeng huiyuan, juan 15, 1984.

30See “Guizong” in Zutang ji, juan 15, 1996.
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The mustard seed is tiny, while Sumeru in Indian myths is a high mountain at the
center of the world, and is called “King of Mountains” because of its size and
height. “A mustard seed contains Mt. Sumeru” is a figure of speech frequently
found in Buddhist sutras that is used to explain the theory “all is one and all is
empty” in Buddhist philosophy. From what is recorded in the Zen text cited
above, patriarchs of Zen Buddhism made frequent use of this figure of speech to
make their disciples realize the Buddhist truth. The best jifeng about this huatou
is Monk Cen’s “Xumi na jiezi song” iy 447+ 121l (An ode on Mt. Sumeru being
contained in the mustard seed):

Mt. Sumeru is not,

And the mustard seed is actually a void.
Putting what is not in what is a void,
How can there be any difficulty?*!

It was only because Lii Dongbin did not understand the Buddhist idea that all is
empty that, when faced with Huanglong’s retort “Let’s put aside ‘in a half-liter
pan are boiled mountains and rivers’ at the moment, what does ‘a grain of millet
has in it the whole world’” mean?”, he was “suddenly enlightened at these
words”.

Huinan of Huanglong (1002—-1069) lived in the mid-Northern Song Period.
The Huanglong sect of Zen Buddhism he founded was at its apogee in the
Northern and Southern Song Period, but it “increasingly shifted away from Zen
without the written word (wuzichan) to Zen with the written word (youzichan),
and from philosophical discussion to an emphasis on jifeng.”* His discipline
Huihong openly raised the banner for “lettered Zen” (wenzichan). At the same
time, Zen masters were deeply absorbed in “praising the past” (songgu), collecting
recorded quotations from great Zen masters in the past or even contemporary
ones and advocating rhetoric skills in polishing the sentences. After Yuanwu
Keqin (?-1135) compiled Biyan ji 3%54E (Blue Cliff Records), it became a vogue
to follow his example, and the Zen tenet that its wisdom should not be put down
in writing was all but completely lost. Influenced by the vogue of “Zen in the
written word”, koan dialogues among Zen Buddhists increasingly took the form
of poetry, and the wording and literary skills for writing such poems became
more and more florid and full of splendor.

In fact, that the hero in the huaben story “Lii Dongbin slays the Yellow Dragon
with a flying sword” is Huanglong Huinan clearly shows that there had been new
changes in the discourse of Zen Buddhism. The kéan produced in the fendeng

31See “Cen Heshang” 4 f1j (Monk Cen) in Zutang ji, juan 17, 1996.
32Zhou Yukai, 2000, p. 21.
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school of Zen Buddhism was modified by the Buddhists so that the jifeng between
Li Dongbin and Huanglong appeared in the form of poems:

Huanglong As an old monk, I am bold this year,
And I set up a camp at the foot of the Yellow Dragon Mountain.
Pulling out a gold mace from inside my sleeve,
I smash the whole universe.
Lii Yan As a Taoist, | have always been bold,
And particularly good at taking camps by surprise.
I seize the gold mace from inside your sleeve,
So that the universe will be left intact.
Ll Yan An iron cattle ploughs the fields, with gold coins planted,
A stone-carved child pulls the thread through the coins.
A grain of millet has in it the whole world,
And in a half-liter pan are boiled mountains and rivers.
The silver-haired Laozi has his eyebrows drooping to the ground,
And the blue-eyed Bodhidharma points his finger at the sky.
Think you not the profundity in this has not be fully expounded,
For there is nothing profound besides what I have said.
Huanglong A jade coin is being tempered in a burning stove,
But not a change has occurred to it.
A grain of millet can turn into the universe,
And the sea can take in water from many a river.
In June I make fire burn vigorously in stove,
In mid-winter I go to the bottom of water to enjoy the cool.
Who would know the magical use of this Zen?
And more Zen is generated from this Zen.*

From the jifeng cited above, it can be seen the Buddhists had not only embedded
the sentences in the original koan into the poems here, but created many new
lines as well. This kind of verbal fight seems more an occasion for them to show
their skills at argumentation than a way to debate Buddhist or Taoist theories.

Buddhists made up the koan “the world in a grain of millet and mountains
and rivers in a pan” (suzhong shijie; chengnei shanchuan) after the “mustard
seed and Mt. Sumeru” kéan and assigned Lii Dongbin to the role of the one to be
enlightened, so he doubtless would lose within the discourse of Zen Buddhism.
To turn Li’s defeat into victory, Taoists, while taking over the plot of the story,
undertook to deconstruct the discourse of Zen Buddhism in four aspects.

First, the roles were reversed. The switch of Lii Dongbin’s role from that of the
questioner into that of the converter thoroughly eroded the jifeng in the story

3 Feng Menglong. op. cit., pp. 459-460.
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constructed by Zen Buddhists, turning the Zen master Huanglong into someone
humbly trying to learn the Tao. The dialogue with “Taoist Man Cloud and Water”
(Yunshui daoren) is an example:

Huanglong asked, “Who are you?” The Taoist replied, “I am Taoist Monk
Cloud and Water.” Huanglong said, “What does ‘Cloud and Water’ mean?”
He replied, “Like white cloud my body is always free, and like water my
consciousness is free to flow east and west.” Huanglong said, “If the cloud is
dispelled and the water dries up, to where would you return?” He replied,
“If the cloud is dispelled, there would be the bright moon in the sky; and if
the water dries up, brilliant pearls would be uncovered.” Huanglong asked,
“Then what does ‘Taoist Man mean?” He replied, “Tao is what contains all
in the world, and man is a being with a body like a great void ... Tao is the
noumenon of all mysteries that give rise to all things in the world, while man is
the most intelligent and most noble among all things.”3*

Huanglong seems to be simply asking some questions, for in his questions there
is no jifeng at all, not to mention any aggressiveness. In the ensuing text, a
question asked by Huanglong—“What is the object that you are wearing?”—
leads to the episode “cutting off the three poisons with sword”, in which
Huanglong is simply like a defendant under trial by Lii Dongbin, asking, “What
three poisons do I have?”, “What anger do I have?”, “What ignorance do [ have?”,
and “What greed do [ have?” In asking these questions, it seems he does not have
enough courage even to defend himself, but is simply listening to Lii Dongbin
announcing his “sins” one by one.

Second, the plot is bowdlerized. The Taoists completely deleted the episode in
which Huanglong scolds Lii Dongbin as a “corpse-clinging ghost” and that in
which Lii flies his sword to kill Huanglong, and rewrote the latter episode into a
new one in which Lii uses his sword for cultivating the mind to cut off the three
poisons in Huanglong. The jifeng “the world in a grain of millet and mountains
and rivers in a pan” was thoroughly transformed from aggressive questioning
into the simple question that “what unusual things can you do”, which takes out
the offensiveness of the original. Furthermore, the Taoists created a Taoist poem
as answer to the jifeng “The pan can boil only what is in it. How can it boil
anything outside?”” And in the play, the author simply deleted this piece of jifeng.

Third, the plot was added. To the “the world in a grain of millet and moutains
and rivers in a pan” koan, the Taoists added three more kdan, namely, the

**See “Lii zhenren shenbeiji” £ E A1 (A sacred inscription about Adept Lii), in Wanli
cangzhou zhi Ji JJii & (Gazetteer of Cangzhou Compiled in the Wanli Reign), transcribed in
Sun Kaidi. op. cit., p. 177.
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“fenghuang” (phoenix) koan, the “zhazhai” (setting up a camp) koan, and the
“Taoist Man Cloud and Water” kéan. The Zen master Huanglong’s questions
open up the first two koan, in which Lii Dongbin seizes the opportunity to
humiliate Huanglong. In the last koan, Lii preached Taoism to the Zen master. In
addition, the Taoists added two episodes, namely, “cutting off the three poisons”
and “view viburnum flower”. In the play, another episode, “making wine instantly
and having flowers bloom in no time” (zao qunxun jiu; kai gingke hua) was added
to show how great Taoist theurgy was.

Fourth, polyphony was used. This is a device specific to the play. On the one
hand, the playwright had Lii Dongbin enlighten Huanglong; on the other hand, he
ridiculed Buddhism through the quibs and jokes by the Buddhist acolyte and the
Taoist novice. In numerous scenes, the Buddhist acolyte makes such remarks as
“My master drank a bit too much of dalasun (a liquor) yesterday evening, and is
still having a hangover”; “Dear sir, my master’s mother-in-law is here”; “My
master ... is very good at talking, so people near and far all come to give donations
to him.” Of course, one function of these quibs and jokes is to create the necessary
comic effect for the play, but their narrative effect is hardly negligible. Through
such quibs and jokes, the religious practice of the Buddhists were gainsaid at the
level of the sociology of religion; at the same time as the conversion of Huanglong
by Lii Dongbin serves as a negative statement on the ultimate pursuit of
Huanglong at the level of religious philosophy. The polyphony here can hardly
be doubted.

5 The conflict over cultivation in seclusion versus
cooperative cultivation and the secularization of the Yellow
Dragon story

One more phenomenon unique to the evolution of the Yellow Dragon story is that
the Zen master Huanglong was eventually transformed into a demonic dragon
from Huanglong Huiji and Huanglong Huinan. This transformation clearly shows
that the Yellow Dragon story had metamorphosized from a religious myth into a
secularized story.

The opportunity for the metamorphosis came from the longstanding conflict
in Taoism over ascetic cultivation in seclusion versus cooperative cultivation
between men and women with sexual intercourse. After Zhang Boduan’s Wuzhen
pian came out, different Taoists of the southern sect began to interpret and
annotate it from the “cooperative cultivation” (shuangxiu) or the “cultivation
in seclusion” perspective. However, to the very end of the Song Dynasty, the
“cultivation in seclusion” school represented by Shi Tai, Xue Daoguang, Chen
Nan, and Bai Yuchan had the upper hand over the “cooperative cultivation”
school represented by Liu Yongnian, Weng Baoguang, and Ruoyizi. During
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the Jin-Yuan Period, Taoists of the Perfect Realization movement took acetic
cultivation and cultivation in seclusion as means to attain their ultimate goals,
and it rapidly became the mainstream of Taoism. Except for the advocation by
Chen Zhixu, the “cooperative cultivation” theory did not exert much influence.
However, during the Ming Period, when the whole country was engulfed in
an atmosphere of extravagance and lasciviousness, the “cooperative cultivation”
theory centered on the extraction of yin to supplement yang was on the rise.
Lu Xixing claimed several times that he had had the opportunity to meet Patriarch
Li in Beihai Cottage “due to some predestined relationship”, and his maiden
work Jindan jiuzheng pian 4 10ER (On Correct Techniques for Alchemy) is
the first monologue in the history of interiory alchemy in Taoism that is devoted
to the question of cooperative cultivation. Holding up Patriarch Lii for a banner,
he systematically explicates the philosophical principle and specific steps for the
practice of the extracting of yin to supplement yang. In addition, Lu emphasized
again and again in his Xuanfiulun Z kit (4 Crude Interpretation of the Profound)
and other works, “We must know that the ¢i of both sexes derive from the same
Great Ultimate (faiji), and that the essence of the yin or the yang is mutually
housed in the body of the opposite sex, so in certain areas cultivation in seclusion
simply cannot work.” And he claimed that he had been instructed by Lii Dongbin
himself in this theory. With advocation by Lu Xixing, who had worked out a
great synthesis of theories for cooperative cultivation, many works on extracting
yin to supplement yang, such as “Zhong-Lii caizhen wenda” % R ECjH %
(Questions and answers between Zhongli Quan and Lii Dongbin on the extraction
of real [yin and yang)) and Jiji zhenjing VL4 (Authentic Scripture by One
Who Has Become Immortal) were widely circulated with Lii Dongbin as the
purported author®. The cooperative cultivation theory in the story about Lii
Dongbin sporting with White Peony and slaying the Yellow Dragon was probably
produced in this context.

The novel Feijianji adopts the Yellow Dragon story told from the Buddhist
perspective, but it describes the episode of Lii Dongbin sporting with Bai Mudan
as one stage in his quest for the Tao. In Chapter 5 of the book, Lii Dongbin is
described as still not firm enough in his quest for the Tao. He seduced a girl from
a good family who was having her youthful fantasies in order to extract her yin
to supplement his yang. However, the Zen master Huanglong at the Changgan
Temple saw through his plot, and taught Bai Mudan a trick so that she could
extract Lii’s yang to supplement her yin, thus breaking his yang. Simmering with
anger, Lii Dongbin flew his sword to kill Huanglong, but was instead subdued
by him, and had to become his disciple and follow his instruction to cultivate
his yang for nine years. On the one hand, this work describes the Zen master

3 See Wuwozi, op. cit., juan 1 (“Chuanwen zhengwu” 1% ] 1), p. 37.
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Huanglong as one of the masters who instructed Lii on cultivation in seclusion,
thus dispelling the antagonism in the Buddhist-Taoist rivalry; but on the other
hand, it speaks positively of extracting yin to supplement yang, and use it to
justify Lii Dongbin’s indulgence in “liquor, sex, wealth, and impulsiveness”
(jiuse caiqi): “People all say that Lii Chunyang indulges in all of the four evils of
liquor, sex, wealth, and impulsiveness, but this is not the case at all. In this
episode, he was not really indulging in any carnal desires, but was just practicing
the extraction of yin to supplement yang.” Such self-contradictory statements
show that this story is a hodgepodge of Buddhist and Taoist ideas, and of both the
cultivation in seclusion and the cooperative cultivation theories. It is a failure as
an attempt to integrate different versions of the Lii Dongbin story.

In the novel Sanxi baimudan, Huanglong is no longer the eminent Zen master,
but a demonic dragon particularly fond of extracting yin to supplement yang in
his cultivation. In the novel, both Huanglong and Li Dongbin indulge in sex,
and both are good at extracting yin to supplement their yang. But upon hearing
Li Dongbin’s flirtatious words, Bai Mudan immediately thought, “This Taoist is
no mortal being, why don’t I take this opportunity to steal his primal yang”, and
“Even if I am to lose my virginity for him, I will do it so willingly.” The second
time Lii Dongbin came to sport with her, the two of them “extracted from each
other all through the night. After three nights like that, Lii Dongbin was still able
to hold himself, so Bai Mudan deemed Lii Dongbin as an unusual being, and
decided that she “should do my utmost to entice him, then he is surely to submit
to me.” At this point, “Girl Immortal He secretly taught a trick to Mudan”, saying,
“This is a really extraordinary method for extracting others’ vitality. Once you
have learned it, you will be able to keep your youth and prolong your life. But
after you succeed, you should no longer cling to life in this mundane world. When
your work is completed, you will be able to return to your origin and regain
immortality.” At her father’s censure that she had “soiled the family name and
disobeyed your teacher”, Bai Mudan was eloquent, “Yes, [ met Lii Chunyang. He
is a real immortal but no ordinary man. When he was to part with me, he gave
some elixir to me to swallow, so that I could cut away food and drink and
concentrate on cultivating myself studiously. When my work in self-cultivation
is completed, he will come to convert me to leave this mundane world.” But with
regard to the Zen master Huanglong who was likewise practicing cooperative
cultivation, Bai Mudan tried to get away from him as quickly as she could. The
adept Huanglong “is of the top rank in terms of theurgy and the level he has
attained to in the quest for Tao. He has many times received divine edicts from
the Heavenly God (shangdi) conferring him titles, and has been to the Peach
Party (pantao hui) of Wangmu (Consort of the Heavenly God).” He is a sworn
brother of the dragon kings of the four great seas, “with no small magic power,
and has been conferred the title of ‘adept’, which means he is also from a
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prominent background. Under the strict command from her father, Bai Mudan
had to become a disciple of Huanglong, who “is particularly fond of sex”, but she
chose to throw herself into Lii Dongbin’s embrace because she did not want to
submit herself to the Adept Huanglong who is “much caught up with extracting
yin to supplement his yang”. To an Adept Huanglong who likes to extract yin to
supplement his yang just like Lii Dongbin, what Lii did is much as the proverb
has it, “one man may steal a horse while another may not look over hedge.” On
the one hand, he denounced Adept Huanglong for “taking a crooked path of
cultivation by extracting yin to supplement yang”, and transformed a pheasant
into the like of Bai Mudan to trick him. On the other hand, he and Bai Mudan
were extracting each other’s yin/yang in the Yanshui Pavilion (yanshui ge). He
lost his primal yang while sporting with Bai Mudan, but slew Huanglong with his
flying sword when the latter came on a punitive expedition.

The playwrights who wrote plays based on the story had no interest in the
debate on cultivation in seclusion versus cooperative cultivation, but took over
the Taoist practice of extracting yin to supplement yang and used it as a banner
for hedonistic pleasure-seeking. For example, in the traditional play Sanxi Bai
Mudan in Wuxi opera of Jiangsu, the woman immortal Chang’e poured wine for
the Eight Immortals at the Peach Party of Xiwangmu. When Lii Chunyang made
a bad gafte after drinking too much, Xiwangmu vented her anger on Chang’e and
exiled her to the world of the mortals. Chang’e was born the daughter of Bai
Fugui, who ran a shop in Luoyang, He’nan, selling herbal medicine, and was
named Mudan. Adept Huanglong, who had actually been a thousand-year-old
evil dragon, deflowered many young girls using techniques for sexual intercourse
(fangzhongshu) in the name of cultivation in order to gain immortality. Bai
Mudan also became a disciple of Huanglong, and went into the mountains to look
for herbal medicine. Lii Dongbin swore he would convert Mudan so that she
could return to the world of immortals. Together with Pixy Willow (Liushujing),
he went to Bai Mudan’s medicine shop and teased her with some riddles. Bai
Mudan answered all his questions without a hitch, but in the process she fell in
love with him. Later, the two of them had an affair. In order to help Bai Mudan
regain immortality sooner, Girl Immortal He instructed her in Sunii’s method
(suntishu). When Adept Huanglong was about to “instruct” Bai Mudan in how to
practice his Tao, Lii Dongbin came to the Yellow Dragon Cave, where he changed
a pheasant into the form of Mudan and used it as a stand-in, while taking the real
Mudan to Longhua Mountain, and told her about her past. Seething with anger
upon learning what had happened, Huanglong asked the Dragon Kings of the
four seas to join him in an attempt to snatch Mudan back. In the heat of the battle
when the two sides were fighting each other with magic powers, Lii Chunyang
cut up a rattan bridge to stop the enemy. Adept Huanglong then showed his true
form of a yellow dragon to fight Lii, but was killed by Lii. Mudan returned to the
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heavenly court and became Chang’e again®®. Another example is “Xi mudan” in
Xikao daquan #*%7% K4> (An Annotated Anthology of Plays). In the play, Hua
Mudan was studying with her master Huanglong in the Tianxiang (celestial
fragrance) Cave. She had everything ready “but pure yang (chunyang), so she
could not ascend to heaven yet”. Before leaving for the Longhua Party, Huanglong
predicted to Mudan that she was “definitely to obtain pure yang this very day,”
and specifically told his disciple that she should meet with Lii Dongbin. Upon
meeting Hua Mudan, Lii Chunyang boasted,

I am an immortal with no official title (sanxian)
Who is fond of deflowering girls.

If you marry me today, it will be like

Meeting the goddess on Wushan Mountain.

In order to obtain real yang so as to be able to ascend to heaven, Mudan threw
herself into Lii Dongbin’s embrace. From stage directions such as “sheng (major
male character) takes the posture of sleeping together [with dan (major female
character)]” and “dan fastens her skirt”, it is obvious that the actors were actually
supposed to imitate sexual action on the stage.

The “sporting with Peony” or “slaying Yellow Dragon” story written from the
perspective of folk culture is a double-edged sword that cuts on the Taoists as
well as the Buddhists. The Yellow Dragon stories painstakingly fabricated by the
Buddhists and the Taoists, each trying to overwhelm the other side, thus fell apart
when confronted with the mundane wishes of common people.

The texts of the body of the Yellow Dragon stories consist of texts of religious
myths and those of vernacular literature. The story was first created by the
Buddhists and then reconstructed by the Taoists, and, under the tension created
by the Buddhist-Taoist rivalry, it continued to enrich and further develop itself
by way of absorbing elements from religious literature. Eventually, it filtered to
the realm of fiction and drama. The Buddhist and Taoist versions of the Yellow
Dragon story have a serious religious character, reflecting not only the inherent
conflict between the Zen theory of mind and spiritual nature and the theory of the
dual cultivation of spiritual nature and bodily life of the “interior elixir” school of
Taoism, but also the changes in the Taoist theory of alchemy and the discourse
of Zen Buddhism. Under the influence of the Taoist theory for cooperative
cultivation between men and women with sexual intercourse, the meaning of the
story for Taoism eventually changed from cultivation in seclusion to cooperative
cultivation between men and women, and the meaning was gradually secularized
as the religious backdrop of the story faded. The development and evolution

% See Jin Yi, ed., 1989.
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of this body of stories show that religion not only furnished basic themes and
materials for literature, but, more importantly, provided literature with means of
expression, figures of speech, and power of literary construction. Our analysis of
this particular case can serve to remind us that, in taking stock of literary works
with a religious tint and studying them, attention should be paid to their religious
character, and effort should be made to discuss what it is that religion has provided
for literature and what characteristics these works have formed in the process, so
that we can expect to work toward the construction of religious poetics.
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