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Preface

It is for me a pleasure and an honor to preface this ground —
breaking work by my friend and collaborator, Lii Pengzhi. In it,
he brings to fruition a project I had once cherished as my own, but
the time was not ripe in 1985, when I first committed to paper a
very incomplete “Introduction to the History of Taoist Ritual
Through the Tang”. I then turned increasingly to fieldwork, first
on Taoist ritual and then on village society, and did not come back
to the history of early Taoist ritual until the year 2000, when I be-
gan to teach at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. This led to a
number of publications, including a short history of Taoist ritual
before the Tang written in French in 2006 and soon to be pub-
lished. Over much of that period, starting in 2002, Lii Pengzhi was
in Paris, participating in my seminar, where we regularly traded in-
formation, corrected each other’s misunderstandings of often diffi-
cult, even corrupt texts, and debated points on which we disa-
greed.

One of our major points of disagreement was over the exact
place of Lingbao ritual in Taoist history: he felt quite strongly that
it was to Lingbao ritual that we owed the invention of the basic
symmetrical structure of Taoist ritual, and I felt just as strongly this
went back to the early Heavenly Masters, and that the Lingbao
scriptures, as seen in the Fuzhai jing, simply took over that struc-
ture and filled it out with new Buddhist rites and discourse. We de-
bated the origins of the falu, the role of the earth god in the trans-
mission of Taoist memorials, and much more. These debates were
carried on in class and by email, often in the form of commentaries

on each other’s evolving work.



4 EEREFEIIEME

But while I was coming back to the history of early Taoist ritu-
al as to a first love, Li Pengzhi was discovering his vocation. He
threw himself into the work with a passion, going systematically
through everything written on the subject in Japanese, French, and
English, while at the same time preparing critical editions of such
vital texts as S203 and the Lingbao Sanlu jianwen. Having reached
a first plateau with this work of kaozheng on the basic texts, he
then went on with the same passion and system to the study of early
Buddhist and fangshi rituals. The results of this new phase of his
work were presented in preliminary form at the conference on early
Chinese religion we organized jointly in Paris in December 2006,
and he has now turned that already massive essay into the present
book, a book which the whole field will welcome as the first ma-
ture study of Taoist ritual in its foundational period.

In his account, holding fast to his original insight into the cen-
trality of the Lingbao revelation, Lii Pengzhi examines in detail
how this revelation forged an extraordinary synthesis of everything
available in the South Chinese religious market in 400 AD. He ac-
cords full credit to the contribution of the Heavenly Master rituals
of petition — dispatch, confession, and transmission, but he also,
building on the pioneer work of Max Kaltenmark and Isabelle Robi-
net, shows for the first time the degree of Lingbao indebtedness to
the fangshi traditions. As to the Buddhist contribution to the syn-
thesis, while much work had been done on its dogmatic aspects, L
had very little to build on with regard to Buddhist ritual: in this ar-
ea, he is the pioneer.

But the story does not stop there. Lii devotes a whole chapter
to the Shenzhou jing, whose importance to an understanding of
Heavenly Master Taoism in fifth — century South China was first

demonstrated in the study of Christine Mollier. He then moves on
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to Lu Xiujing, showing—again, for the first time—how Lu trans-
formed the Lingbao scriptural revelation into a liturgical canon.
Each of the following chapters—on the Heavenly Masters in South
China, the transformation of Taoist ritual in the North by Kou
Qianzhi, the gradual emergence of a mature liturgy in South China,
followed by its transfer northward and its redefinition in the Wush-
ang biyao , finally the classification of Taoist ritual in the Suishu—
represents a synthesis of all previous studies together with new tex-
tual studies of Lii himself: this book will be the gold standard in the
field for years to come.

John Lagerwey
Directeur d’études, Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes
July 1, 2008
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