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Here, Taoist practitioner Eva Wong offers a colorful treatment of the history and evolution of
Taoism, told through traditional teaching tales. These tales, which Wong first heard as a child
growing up in Hong Kong, are gleaned from the local storytellers and the uncensored chronicles
known as yeshi—the wild history of China, not monitored by the official imperial scholars and
historians. The stories are by turns mysterious and intriguing, passionate and violent, and they
are peppered with colorful characters, including hermits, politicians, social activists,
revolutionaries, scholars, scientists, and mystics.Arranged chronologically from prehistory
through the early twentieth century, these stories introduce the schools in the Taoist lineages,
and capture the defeats and victories of Taoism, its periods of decadence and decay, and its
renewal, maturation, and spiritual triumph. Wong puts these stories into context, and shows that
Taoism is a dynamic spiritual tradition, constantly changing—and being influenced by—history.

"Well written."—Library Journal --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.About the AuthorEva Wong is an independent scholar and a practitioner of the Taoist arts of
the Pre-Celestial Way and Complete Reality lineages. She has written and translated many
books on Taoism and related topics, including A Master Course in Feng-Shui; Tales of the Taoist
Immortals; and Taoism: An Essential Guide. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.
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and white of fact and fiction is the vast and colorful realm of legends, sagas, and heroic epics—a
region so rich that neither historical fact nor fantasized fiction can capture or reveal it. Growing
up in a culture that has a deep sense of historical continuity, I was immersed in the world of
historical legends early in my life. As a child I listened to stories of historical events told by my
grandmother, aunts, and older cousins. When I became a practitioner of Taoism, I was
immediately attracted to stories about the lives and times of the Taoist sages. My study of the
history of Taoism soon went beyond the historical records into the traditions of oral and written
storytelling. What I found about Taoism in these traditions far exceeded what I had expected. I
was in turn surprised, delighted, amused, and even shocked.Some of the stories went into my
earlier book Tales of the Taoist Immortals, which explored the teachings of Taoism through the
lives of its sages. In Tales of the Dancing Dragon, I continue the tradition of storytelling, this time
to chronicle the history of Taoism and the evolution of its teachings. My sources for the stories in
this book are the storytellers of Hong Kong and the chronicles known as the wild history (yeshi)
of China. And wild it is indeed, for the writing of yeshi was never monitored by the Hanlin
Academy, the imperial school of scholars and historians that wrote and compiled the “official”
histories of dynastic China.THE VIEW OF HISTORYTo understand the history of Taoism, we
need to understand the Chinese view of history. First, for the Chinese, even among those who
write the official histories, to achieve an “objective” or “unbiased” view of the past has never been
the goal. History is meant to teach, not merely inform. Therefore, in the Chinese mind, history is
always reconstructive. Even the written history of the dynasties is laced with nuances of
judgment and speculations of “what could have happened.” To be recorded in history is to be
“judged” by history, and to study history is to learn from it.Second, in the Chinese mind, history
and philosophy are interwoven, constantly shaping each other so that neither can be understood
independent of the other. Moreover, in Chinese culture the notion of “change” is pivotal to
understanding the course of events. All things are subject to change, philosophical and spiritual
traditions included. This is probably why the Taoist canon, the body of Taoist scriptures, is an
open canon, with texts being added to it continually. Wisdom is timeless and unchanging, but
attempts at understanding wisdom are not. Our glimpses of wisdom will change as human
experience changes over time.Third, in Chinese culture, history and storytelling are closely
related. Even the events chronicled by the Grand Historian Sima Qian contain elements of
storytelling. The storyteller has always occupied an honored position in traditional Chinese
society. It is through the eyes of the storyteller that ordinary people view history, and it is through
their speech that the people hear the living voice of wisdom.THE ORGANIZATION OF
HISTORYIn telling the story of Taoism, I have organized historical events into epochs and
episodes. An epoch is a historical period with a distinct theme. Each epoch has its own color
and atmosphere, which is unique to that period of history. An episode, on the other hand, is a
cluster of events that defines the epoch. Each episode is triggered by certain social, historical,



economic, and political conditions. In turn, the occurrence of episodes opens the possibility for
the emergence of other episodes and epochs.Based on what is commonly recognized by
Taoists as landmarks in the history of the spiritual tradition, I have delineated five epochs—the
Legendary Times; the Qin and Han dynasties and the Three Kingdoms; the Wei, Jin, and
Northern and Southern dynasties; the Sui, Tang, and Song dynasties; and the Yuan, Ming, and
Qing dynasties. Each epoch has a common underlying theme, or “big picture.” The Legendary
Times describes the Taoist view of the creation of the cosmos and the development of early
Chinese civilization. The period of the Qin and Han dynasties and the Three Kingdoms marks
Taoism’s entry into politics, first as a victim and later as a participant in shaping the course of
history. The era of the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern dynasties is often called the Golden
Age of Taoism—a time when major lineages of Taoism were founded. In the Sui, Tang, and Song
dynasties, Taoism became a formidable force in shaping the destinies of both emperors and
dynasties. Finally, in the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties we witness the departure of Taoism
from politics. In this era Taoism seems to have turned its energy toward strengthening its roots
and nourishing its branches. The canon was compiled, and two of its major lineages—Complete
Reality Taoism and the Celestial Teacher’s Way—developed a network of monasteries and
temples that would help Taoism survive a political and social upheaval that could have wiped out
the entire spiritual tradition.THE LEGENDARY TIMESSince there is little to no written record of
the Legendary Times, the events in this period are more myth than history and more legend than
chronicle.Creation is seen as the emergence of yin and yang, female and male, from the
primordial undifferentiated energy of Tao. Through the copulation of these two forces, all things
in the universe were created. Civilization began when the great teachers of humanity, spirit
beings who are part animal and part human, taught the ancestral peoples agriculture, animal
husbandry, divination, and the healing arts. The most prominent of these teachers were Fu Xi,
the father of the divination arts, and Shen Nong, the founder of Chinese herbal medicine.The
early utopian societies ended with dynastic China. The Xia dynasty, which began its rule in the
twenty-third century B.C.E., was overthrown by the Shang in the eighteenth century B.C.E. The
Shang in turn was conquered by King Wen of the Zhou in the twelfth century B.C.E. With the
commencement of written history during the Zhou dynasty, the epoch of the Legendary Times
came to an end.THE QIN AND HAN DYNASTIES, AND THE PERIOD OF THE THREE
KINGDOMSThe epoch of the Qin and Han dynasties and the period of the Three Kingdoms saw
the emergence and development of the Taoist intellectual class—diviners, alchemists,
magicians, and healers. In this period the Taoist community ventured into politics, first as experts
in the arts of longevity and immortality and later as reformers and revolutionaries. In the Qin
dynasty (221–207 B.C.E.), the Taoist intellectuals and the fangshi who were magicians, diviners,
and herbalists found themselves entangled in an emperor’s obsession with immortality. Unable
to comprehend the dangers associated with a despotic government, the fangshi community was
persecuted and almost exterminated.Taoism’s second venture into politics was more proactive.
In fact, it was often synonymous with populist uprisings. During the latter part of the Han dynasty



(206 B.C.E.–219 C.E.), especially during the Three Kingdoms Period (220 C.E.), a form of
Taoism that focused on healing and exorcism attracted many followers from the lower social
classes—people who had suffered most from the greed and corruption of the established
government. Taoist-led movements to reform and even replace the ruling dynasty occurred
throughout China toward the end of the Han. The leaders of these movements included idealistic
pacifists such as Kan Zhong and Yu Qi, reformers and politicians such as Zhang Lu, and militant
revolutionaries such as Zhang Jiao, the leader of the Yellow Turban rebellion.Although the Taoist-
inspired insurrections in this epoch were short-lived and its leaders often died violent deaths, the
victim—Taoism—eventually ended up as the victor. The persecution of the Taoist rebels drove
them underground, forcing them to spread their teachings secretly. The more oppressive the
government was toward Taoism, the stronger and more widespread Taoism became. Thus when
the Jin dynasty (265–420 C.E.) finally defeated its rivals and united China, Taoism was ready to
exert its influence again.THE WEI, JIN, AND NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN DYNASTIESSome
of the most turbulent times in Chinese history occurred in the epoch of the Wei, Jin and Northern
and Southern dynasties. Ironically, this is also the Golden Age of Taoism. While shortlived
dynasties replaced one another, Taoism flowered. Two major Taoist lineages—the Shangqing
(High Purity) School and the Lingbao (Precious Luminous) School—emerged during this era,
and the Celestial Teacher’s Way, which had suffered decades of decline and corruption, enjoyed
a major revival.In a twist of fate, the followers of Celestial Teacher’s Taoism not only saved the
lives of the royal family of the Jin dynasty but also helped them consolidate power in southern
China. These events were like small pebbles that started an avalanche. Taoism, especially the
Celestial Teacher’s Way, was transformed overnight from an underground populist movement
into a mainstream religious organization.During this epoch there was also a revival of interest in
Taoist philosophy and cosmology that was spearheaded by intellectuals such as Wang Bi and
the Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove, of which Kai Kang was a member.While Taoist
intellectuals such as Kai Kang chose to disengage themselves from politics to the point of
mocking the establishment, others advised kings on political and religious reforms. It was their
close relationship with the ruling monarchs that allowed Lu Xiujing and Guo Qianzhi to reform
and revive the Celestial Teacher’s Way during the Northern and Southern dynasties. In the
hands of these two Taoists, Celestial Teacher’s Way was transformed from grassroots animistic
magic into state religion.Between philosophical and magical Taoism lies the mystical path of the
Shangqing School and the ritualistic and Buddhist-influenced Lingbao School. The founders of
these two schools—Lady Wei Huacun and Ge Xuan—were neither opponents of the
establishment like Kai Kong nor active participants in court politics like Guo Qianzhi. The
practitioners of the Shangqing School integrated contemplative living with practices of trancelike
meditation and the visualization of deities. At the other end of the spiritual spectrum was Ge
Xuan’s Lingbao School, which favored group practice of rituals and the recitation of liturgy and
mantras. No other epoch saw such creative innovations in Taoist thought and practices.THE
SUI, TANG, AND SONG DYNASTIESTaoists were frequent advisers if not “regular fixtures” in



the Chinese imperial court during the epoch of the Sui, Tang, and Song dynasties. The founders
of both the Sui (589–618 C.E.) and Tang (618–906 C.E.) dynasties sought the medicine sage
Sun Xiyao for advice. While the Sui monarch rejected Xiyao’s advice, the Tang emperor Taizong
not only understood Xiyao’s teachings that body and mind are cultivated through rigorous
training and simple living but also accepted that a ruler should place his duty toward the welfare
of his people before interests in attaining longevity and immortality.During the middle of the Tang
dynasty, the emperor Xuanzong had a group of close advisers that included some of the most
famous Taoists of the time—Immortal Zhang Guolao, the priest Ye Fashan, and the hermit Luo
Gongyuan. From the casual way these Taoists interacted with the emperor and the ease with
which they moved around the imperial palace, we know that Taoism had become a part of the
political establishment. Luo Gongyuan even figured significantly in helping the emperor regain
his throne after an uprising had forced the royal family to flee the capital. In the Song dynasty it
was Cai Fu the Incorruptible Judge, appearing as a deity, who helped Song emperor Gaozong to
escape capture and revive his dynasty.The Song dynasty also saw the rise of the Complete
Reality School of Taoism and its division into a northern and a southern branch. It is said that the
Song dynasty is the era of Southern Complete Reality Taoism because the lineage produced
five great teachers—Liu Haichan, Zhang Boduan, Shi Tai, Chen Niwan, and Bai Yuchan. The
teachings of these masters took Taoism to great heights when they integrated the meditation
methods of the Complete Reality School founder Wang Chongyang, and the sexual alchemy
(consort practice) of Lu Dongbin to form a unique approach to cultivating body and mind.THE
YUAN, MING, AND QING DYNASTIESThe end of Taoism’s active role in Chinese politics is
marked by the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties. Although Qui Changchun had advised Genghis
Khan on succession, and the Longmen branch of Complete Reality Taoism was generously
endowed by Kublai Khan, the Mongols were followers of Tibetan Buddhism, and Tibetan lamas
replaced Taoist priests as imperial spiritual advisers. During the Ming dynasty, although Zhang
Yuchu received imperial patronage in compiling the Taoist canon, his activities were scholastic,
not political. European influence was also beginning to enter China, and the Ming emperors
often befriended Jesuit priests to expedite the importing of firearms into China. In the Qing
dynasty, even after Emperor Yongzheng was cured by Celestial Teacher priest Lou Jinhuan,
members of the Taoist community never reentered court politics. In fact, by the time of the Qing,
there were no more spiritual teachers serving as political advisers to monarchs.What do we
learn by studying the history of Taoism? We learn that Taoism is a dynamic spiritual tradition,
changing history and at the same time being changed by history. While the essence of the
teachings is timeless, the way the teachings of Taoism have manifested is not static. In the
stories of Taoism, we encounter the makers of the spiritual tradition—the hermits, politicians,
social activists, revolutionaries, scholars, scientists, and mystics. We participate in its defeats
and victories as we plunge into the depths of its decadence and rise to the heights of its spiritual
triumphs. As we travel through its birth, growth, maturation, decay, and renewal, we appreciate
the richness of the lineage. The history of Taoism is indeed like the dance of the dragon, forever



a display of the eternal unfolding of wisdom.Part OneTHE LEGENDARY TIMES1The Great
BeginningIN THE BEGINNING, if it could be called a beginning, was the primordial womb.
Within the womb was the primal and undifferentiated energy tumbling and swirling in the great
chaos. Sky and earth were not separate and yin and yang had not emerged. This state of
timeless time and spaceless space is called Wuji, the Limitless.Out of the Limitless emerged a
being named Peng Gu. For millions of years Peng Gu lived alone, wandering in the
undifferentiated chaos of the primordial womb. Then yin and yang separated. The clear and
weightless vapor rose and became heaven and the muddy and heavy vapor sank and became
earth. Although there were now structure and form in the cosmos, all things were still intertwined
and locked in eternal embrace. This state of interconnectedness is called Taiji, the Great
Limit.Peng Gu built a home on a mountain in the center of the celestial realm. He called the
mountain Seven Treasures Peak and named his abode Jade Terrace of the Mysterious City.
When Peng Gu grew tired of wandering, he would return to his home on the mountain, where he
would meditate in stillness and ingest the vapors of yin and yang.Peng Gu at Jade Terrace of the
Mysterious City.Millions of years passed. Peng Gu was content to live in the celestial realm,
believing that he was the only living being in the universe. But Peng Gu was not alone. Far from
Peng Gu’s mountain, in a remote region of the celestial realm, lived a woman named the Jade
Maiden. The Jade Maiden had emerged from a spring flowing out of a cave at the same time
Peng Gu was born. She too wandered in the realm of the Limitless, absorbing the essences of
heaven and earth and swallowing the light of the sun and the moon.One day in his travels, Peng
Gu caught a glimpse of the Jade Maiden as she floated among the azure clouds. Taken by her
beauty, he immediately invited her to live with him on Seven Treasures Mountain. There in his
golden bedchamber, he entered her and she received him, he absorbing her generative blood
and she accepting his life force. Out of their union emerged the Emperor of the East and the
Empress of the West. The Emperor of the East is the manifestation of the energy and essence of
the Great Yang, and the Empress of the West is the manifestation of the energy and essence of
the Great Yin. They are also known respectively as Father Wood and Mother Metal.Peng Gu and
the Jade Maiden also gave birth to the Celestial Lord. The Celestial Lord gave birth to the
Terrestrial Lord, and the Terrestrial Lord in turn gave birth to the Lord of Humanity. From these
lords were born the myriad deities, the immortals, and the teachers of humanity.2Fu Xi and the
Precelestial BaguaAFTER HEAVEN AND EARTH separated, yin and yang copulated. From this
copulation countless myriad things emerged. Because these entities differed in the manner they
partook of the essences of yin and yang, they became different in kind and nature. Those that
contained more of the essence of stillness became trees, grasses, and roots; those that
contained more of the essence of movement became birds, mammals, fishes, and insects; and
those that contained more of the essence of spirit became humans. It is also said that of all
sentient beings, humans alone embrace equally the essence of heaven and the splendors of
earth; therefore they have the gift to understand the subtle mysteries of creation.In ancient times
people lived simply. They drank sweet dew from the leaves and inhaled mist from the mountains



and lakes. They knew nothing about happiness and sorrow and gain and loss. Their lives
revolved around the cycle of the seasons and the paths of the sun, moon, and stars. Following
the natural way, they lived long and contented lives.Thousands of years passed. The Early
Ancient Era passed into the Middle Ancient Era, which in turn passed into the Later Ancient Era.
In the Later Ancient Era there lived a sage named Fu Xi. Legends say that Fu Xi had a man’s
head and a snake’s body. He taught the people hunting, fishing, animal husbandry, and
writing.When Fu Xi saw that the people could provide for themselves, he turned his attention to
understanding the nature of the universe. First he studied the paths of the sun, moon, and stars.
Then he examined the patterns of the mountains, lakes, and rivers. Finally he pondered the
nature of the wind, rain, and thunder. From these observations, Fu Xi concluded that there are
eight fundamental building blocks of the natural world—sky, earth, water, fire, thunder, wind,
mountain, and lake. Furthermore, these eight can be characterized by the way they embody and
manifest the principles of yin and yang. He named them the bagua, or the eight trigrams.Sky
embodies the pure essence of the clear brightness of yang; therefore its trigram is depicted as
three solid, or yang, lines (). Earth embodies the pure essence of the dark mysteries of earth;
therefore its trigram is depicted as three broken, or yin, lines (). Water is externally soft and
yielding, but within its softness is a strength that can break down mountains; thus its trigram is
depicted as two yin lines flanking a yang line (). Fire is strong externally, but within its strength is
the softness of warmth; thus its trigram is depicted as two yang lines flanking a yin line ().
Thunder is associated with spring rain and the first stirring of life after winter; therefore its trigram
is depicted as a yang line at the bottom, symbolizing the return of life, with two yin lines on top,
symbolizing the nourishing nature of spring showers (). Just as thunder is associated with the
renewal of life, wind is associated with the coming of winter. The trigram of wind is depicted as
two yang lines on top of a yin line, symbolizing cold winds undermining the last warmth before
winter (). Mountains are associated with hardness because they appear jagged and rocky.
However, their roots anchor deep into the earth. The trigram of mountain is therefore depicted as
a yang line on top, symbolizing the rocky peaks thrusting up to the sky, with two yin lines at the
bottom, symbolizing the mountain’s roots penetrating into the earth (). Finally, a lake is a body of
water whose surface is soft and pliable, but within its depth is a strength that can support myriad
life forms. Thus the trigram of lake is depicted as a yin line on top of two yang lines ().Because
the eight trigrams are said to describe the way things exist naturally before the intervention of
humankind, they are known as the precelestial (or precreation) bagua.The pre-celestial
bagua.3Shen Nong the HerbalistLEGEND HAS IT that Shen Nong was conceived when his
mother swallowed the vapor of a celestial dragon. Nine days after conception, Shen Nong’s
mother gave birth by the river Jiang. The infant that tumbled out of the womb had a bull’s head
and a man’s body. Three days after emerging from his mother’s womb, Shen Nong was able to
speak. Five days later he could walk, and seven days later his teeth were fully formed. When
Shen Nong grew to manhood, he towered more than eight feet.Shen Nong had a natural affinity
for plants. Even as a child he was fascinated by the healing properties of herbs and fungi. When



Shen Nong heard that there was a man who knew the secrets of the healing powers of plants,
he decided to go and learn from him. However, when the hopeful student arrived at the
herbalist’s hut, he was met by a young apprentice who told him, “My master has gone into the
mountains to gather herbs.”“When will your teacher return?” asked Shen Nong.The boy replied,
“He could be gone for a week, a month, or a year. Who knows?”Determined to learn from the
herb master, Shen Nong said, “I will build a hut nearby and wait for the teacher to return.”Magical
fungi—illustration from “Book of Herb Lore” Taoist Canon.Seeing Shen Nong’s sincerity, the boy
said, “Perhaps I can help you. What is it that you wish to learn?”Shen Nong said, “I’m puzzled by
the fact that in ancient times people lived long and healthy lives but nowadays they get sick
easily and often die before their time.”The boy replied, “In ancient times people knew how to take
care of themselves. They rose at sunrise and rested at sunset. Never exerting themselves, they
lived simply and had few desires. Knowing that it was better to prevent illnesses than to try to
cure them, they ate healthy foods and did not expose themselves to excessive heat or cold. And
when they got sick, they knew how to apply the appropriate remedies. Today people hardly pay
attention to their health: they don’t eat properly, they don’t rest sufficiently, and they squander
their life energy by indulging in excessive sexual activity. Worse, when they fall ill, they don’t
know the correct treatment. Consequently, illnesses that can be cured easily often end up being
serious or fatal.”Shen Nong asked, “How can I help people to live a healthy and long life?”The
boy said, “You’ll need to study the medicinal qualities of plants.” He handed Shen Nong a
bamboo scroll and continued, “Use this as a guide. However, if you really want to understand the
healing nature of plants, you’ll have to experiment with them.”Shen Nong took the book and
bowed. When he looked up, the boy and the hut had disappeared.
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Edgar Paternina, “A most-beautiful panoramic view of Taoism. For the western mind this is really
a most-interesting and beautiful panoramic view of the history of China where Taoism has
played a central role. From this book we can infere two different schools in taoism, that one in
which the "magic" plays an essential role, and that one that can be summed up, in the answer to
the question the Emperor Jingzong asked to the taoist master Liu Xuanjing:"Abandon
extravagance, minize desire, practice compassion, and refrain from sexual excesses. These are
the foundations of the arts of longevity and immortality."Written in a most easy and enjoyable-
colorful language, this is really a must-read for all those interested in the evolution of the East
and its relation with the spiritual tradition of the west, that after all are not so different, in my
humble opinion, when seen from the perspective offered by Eva Wong.”

Teresa Garcia, “Very informative and interesting. I picked this book up while gathering
information for one of my university papers with the intent of exploring more of the folklore
associated with Taoism. This book did not disappoint me, and was a great help. I recommend it
for a fun read, and this would be excellent bedtime material for children as well, so there are a
wide range of settings to read in.”

Steven M Polly, “Excellent Reading and Tao History. I love Taoist history. I've read several of her
books, very good books if you want to learn and study Taoism.”

Eric Mueller, “Daoist stories and legends from China. Daoist legends from China”

Mark Boudreau, “Five Stars. Great light reading with practical and historical lessons on the
evolution of Taoism”

Brian Griffith, “Great Overview of the Daoist Story. Wong's helpful mix of history and legend
gives a stream of insights on Daoist practice. It's written in a simple, clear way, that reflects the
world view of Daoist leaders past and present. Clearly she is one of the most effective teachers
of Daoism in modern America.--author of A Galaxy of Immortal Women: The Yin Side of Chinese
Civilization”

johno, “great history and stories.. I was not sure when I purchased this book if it was going to be
ok, I must say I am enjoying it so far, the stories, and the history are very enjoyable, and have
learned a few important points were Taoism is concerned.”

Rui Pinto, “Five Stars. Very interesting!”

William Tang, “Five Stars. Very good product.”



The book by Eva Wong has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 27 people have provided feedback.
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