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Summary

Topic: The Studies of Cantonggi in the Yuan Dynasty——Taking
Yu Yan and Chen Zhixu as Examples

By Zeng Chuanhui

The Zhouyi Cantonggi ( The Concordance of the Three), by the
famous alchemist, Wei Boyang, of the Late Han Dynasty, is commonly
regarded as the earliest extant alchemical scripture in the world. It is also
known as "The King of Alchemical Works Since Ancient Times”. Tt has a
unique importance in the history of Chinese science, technology,
thought, and religion. More than one hundred literati of various dynasties
made exegesis for it, more than forty of whose works are extant, more
than twenty of which are considered classics. Articles relevant to this
book are difficult to calculate. Among these documents, some focused on
the study of Yijing (Book of Changes), some on outer alchemy, some on
inner alchemy, and some on the history of scholarship. Al of them
represent the characteristics of their own historical periods or sects and
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accumulated as an influx of the academic system. We call the system ”
Cantong Xue”, or the ” Cantonggi Studies”. The studies of Laozi and
Zhuangzi have become more and more prosperous and have made great
achievemenis, which have greatly developed Sinology since they come
from a different perspective than traditional studies. We expect that the
recognition and devotion to the Cantonggi Studies may yield similar
results.

The reason why Cantonggi Studies have become a world-known
occult study is that contained within it are many argots and cultivation
secrets. This creates significant obstacles for research, and makes our
work difficult. Fortunately, verbal experimental history, paralleling that
of the written textual history is still living among us. This facilitates our
work much more than decrypting codes of a dead culture. Therefore the
preparation for the writing of the dissertation included researching a living
tradition, which I did shortly after receiving my master’ s degree in
religion in 1990, while the gathering of basic documents has been done
from 1993 — 1998. It is the integration of the written and verbal
documents that made it is possible for me to extract themes through the
almost 2000 year history of the exegesis of Zhouyi Cantongqi, and
decipher the relevant meaning of the glossaries of argots. Therefore I
attempted to use my own language and reasoning to untangle the original
meaning of the text. Any pre-established presuppositions were avoided as
much as possible. Any judgment, speculation, and conclusion depend
only upon the two kinds of data referred to above.

This dissertation is composed of two parts, and is divided into eight
chapters. The first part includes two chapters. Chapter 1 deals with the



6 ARERF

concept of the Cantonggi Studies, along with background knowledge of
the text, author and cultivation practice. Chapter 2 introduces the history
of the Cantongqi Studies, beginning soon after the scripture appeared in
the Late Han Dynasty, along with its development ever since. The themes
have changed along with the development of cultivation practices and
popular trends of thought in each period, from the interpretation of the
Yijing before the Tang Dynasty, to the outer alchemy of the Sui and Tang
Dynasties, to the co-existence of outer and inner alchemy of the Five
Kingdoms and Two Song Dynasties, to finally the dominant inner alchemy
and its mind-essence doctrines since the Yuan Dynasty. These studies
have become a field of worldwide scientific research in modern times.

Charter 3 “Doctrines on Immortality”, gives explanations for the
concept of Tmmortality (the essence of Immortals), its brief history and
“ the main contributions to the doctrines by Yu Yan and Chen Zhixu. The
concept of Immortal Science is also expounded as an introduction.

Chapter 4 “The Pre-Existence Qi” deals with the definition of the
essence of inner-alchemy. Both Yu Yan and Chen Zhixu think inner-
alchemy is the Pre-Existence Qi, so the major questions of this chapter
are the implications of the Pre-Existence Qi, the standard of identification
with the Pre-Existence Qi, and the method of acquiring the Pre-FExistence
Qi.

Chapter 5 “ The Principle of Returning” concems the idea of ’
devolving to give birth to others, while retuning to transform into
Immortals’ in inner-alchemy, the substance of which is the way to realize
the doctrines of inner-alchemy and Immortals. “ The Principle of
Returning” of Yu Yan and Chen Zhixu was clarified through the



Summary 7

development of the Five Elements’ Theory. The chapter also refines some
difficult points from the Five Elements’ Theory.

Chapter 6 is “The Principle of Yaowu and Huohou”. Yanwu can
literally be translated as chemicals, which is the material for alchemy;
Huohou means duration and degree of heating (literally translates as ”fire
phases” ), which are the practical essentials. The contents in the chapter
are the guides for cultivation, so they are also very recondite, because the
adepts did not want to disclose the truth. The view of Yaowu as the
interplay between Jing (essense) and Qi by Yu Yan is quite a theoretical
innovation. Their discussion on Huchou is very complicated and concrete.
The doctrines of Huohou in Cantonggi were illustrated through Yijing
theories of the Han periods, so one must first understand the theories of
the Yying, such as Najia before mastering the secrets of Huohou. In their
explanations of Yjjng theories, Yu and Chen revealed the diversity of
Huohou and the denominational traits manifested through the diversity.

Chapter 7 “The Realization of Immortality” sets forth the final goal
of Immortal Science. The highest reward for cultivating alchemy is to
become an immortal and unify with Tao. But there have been differences
in the understanding of what immortals in among various times and
schools. The immortals were visible entities from visions of the outer-
alchemist before the late Tang, while they were invisible coagulations of
Shen (spirit) and Qi in the inner alchemist images in later times. The
hierarchy of the immortals is also an important component of this chapter,
but none of the authors has written much on this topic. Besides the
practical questions mentioned, some of their philosophical speculations

are also proposed, including the identification between heaven and
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humans, the connection between life and death, as well as the
relationship between being and non being.

Chapter 8 “Conclusion” is the summary of the dissertation. It sums
up the basic characteristics of the Cantongqi Studies during the Yuan
Dynasty, the similarities and differences between Yu Yan and Chen
Zhixu’ s viewpoints, and their influence on subsequent scholars. After the
transition from synthesis to analysis, the dissertation finally reaches some

final conclusions.

Key words: Zhouyi Cantongqi, The Concordance of the Three , The
Cantonggi Studies, Wei Boyang, Yu Yan, Chen Zhixu, Daoism,
Inneralchemy .
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