SECTION FIVE
MAGIC

MSILE.120 offers the following recipe for the treatment of inguinal
swelling:

On the sixteenth day of the month when the moon first be-
gins to deteriorate, perform the Pace of Yu thrice. Say:
“Moon is matched against sun” and “Sun is matched against
moon”—three times each. “Father is perverse, Mother is
strong. Like other people they bore Sons, and only bore
inguinal swelling bulges. Perverseness desist. Grasp the ham-
mering stone and strike your Mother.” Immediately, exorcis-
tically beat and hammer the person twice seven times with an
iron mallet. Do it at sunrise, and have the person with ingui-
nal swelling face east.

In a magical operation which on one level might be construed as the con-
quest of Mother moon by Father sun, the time (sunrise of the day after
full moon), the eastward orientation, the ritual acts, and the incantation all
work in concert to overwhelm the demonic Mother blamed for giving
birth to the ailment. A similar combination of magical elements is applied
to a different end in MSIII.87:

If while traveling you wish to have your feet not hurt, face
south, perform the Pace of Yu thrice, and say: “Whatever the
water, no disaster; whatever the way, no withering. Give me
[2].” When finished, take chimney soot [s] and insert it in-
side the shoe.

The Pace of Yu (Yu bu & #) and other magical devices are discussed
below (“Varieties of Magic”). The point to be made now is that the
Mawangdui medical manuscripts are perfect illustrations of the blending
of natural philosophy and occult thought, and of the everyday uses of
magic among the elite. Related magical material in the Shuihudi and
Fangmatan hemerological manuscripts provides further proof that the
Mawangdui medical manuscripts are not exceptional. Whatever the
sources—religion, folklore, occult specialists—by the third century B.c.
this material circulated in manuscript within the several geographlcal and
cultural regions of the ancient Chinese world.
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Any attempt to discuss magic encounters formidable problems of defi-
nition. Without minimizing the importance of theory and definitions, I
propose to take a primarily descriptive approach with the Mawangdui
medical manuscripts.” One does not need a definition in order to recog-
nize that the two recipes just cited are relevant to the investigation of
magic in early China. Indeed, it is only with this kind of evidence that we
will come to know more about the subject of early Chinese magic.

A few basic observations are necessary. I assume the relation between
religion and magic in Chinese antiquity; were it not stylistically cumber-
some I would consistently use the compound forms “magic and religion”
and “magico-religious.” Magic, whether from the perspective of ancient
text sources or of modern investigation, concerned human actions under-
taken in the belief that spirits and divine powers were present in nature.
Having encountered particular circumstances, humans tapped the divine
presence with voice, gesture, and select materials; likewise religion.
Qualifications can be proposed, but it is difficult to justify the discreteness
of religion except on relativistic grounds. When such grounds are ex-
pressed in an ancient text they are an invaluable record of how an indi-
vidual or a group (religious or political) judged the action in question;
they do not define the action absolutely. Astrology, divination, and other
occult systems of knowledge arose in the same spiritual environment. I
treat them as specialized systems alongside religion and magic. Astrology
and divination blended with Warring States naturalistic theories—
astrologers and diviners were among the formulators of correlative cos-
mology. The bond between Warring States natural philosophy and occult
thought as represented by astrology and divination was one reason (but
not the only reason) for the easy accommodation of magico-religious
viewpoints. Knowledge of demons and deities, incantations, rituals, and
sundry magico-religious devices became part of the occult knowledge
dispersed in fang-literature like the Mawangdui medical manuscripts and
the hemerological manuscripts from Shuihudi and Fangmatan.

There is further discussion of these matters in “Magical Recipes” be-
low. In studying a subject that has received scant attention in sinology, I

'I take for granted the obsolescence of earlier theories which attempt to relate magic developmen-
tally to either the history of religion or of science (with the implicit understanding that religion and
science are more evolved civilizational forms); nor is magic simply degenerate religion. The issues
arising from the question “what is magic?” in the Greco-Roman context are ably set forth by

Phillips (19971).
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am indebted to scholars investigating Greco-Roman occult thought and
magic (see Section Two, “Recipes, Techniques, Calculations, Arts”).
Their investigations reveal complex patterns of intellectual and spiritual
syncretism in which magic plays an important role." The evidence of
magic in the Mawangdui medical manuscripts is significant for ancient
magic studies as well as for the history of early Chinese medicine.

MAGICAL RECIPES

I identify fifty-six entries in MSLE, MSIII, MSIV, and MSVILA as
magical. All are recipes that detail magical techniques. The thirty-nine
magical recipes in MSLE involve incantations, ritual acts,” or both:
MSIL.E.9, 27, 34, 48-49, 56, $s9-60, 65-70, 93, 107, 114, 118-20, 124-26,
128, 131-32, 134, 137-38, 178, 225, 229, 233-35, 265, 273, 276-77. With
one exception (MSIL.E.9) the recipes are exorcistic. MSIII includes a group
of five magical recipes related to travel (protection when stopping over-
night, increasing speed, and easing foot pain): MSIII.83-87. The six magi-
cal recipes in MSIV all concern ways to avoid the attack of the venomous
creature named yu 1%: MSIV.28-29, 32-35. MSVII.A.1 describes a charm
and six applications (among them, to stop a dog’s barking and an infant’s
crying). MSVIIL.A.2 is an agonistic charm intended to magically defeat an
adversary. MSVII.A.3-6 are recipes for philters, which when administered
serve to seduce or in one instance to separate. They form a set with the
preceding charms and share with the charms a similar coercive effect (one
of the applications of the charm in MSVII.A.1 is for seduction).

The fifty-six magical recipes are not the only evidence of magic in the
Mawangdui medical manuscripts. Except for the philters in MSVII.A I
have omitted other recipes in which the use of drugs is demonstrably
magical. For example, MSIV.30-31 prescribe chewing suan 75 (garlic), lan
[ (eupatorium), or lingji 3 3 (water chestnut) every morning to avoid
the yu’s attack; the effect of the drugs is surely apotropaic. In MSL.E.271-

'For medicine, I would mention Scarborough’s masterly study of Greek pharmacology and
magico-religious assumptions (1991). Lloyd’s investigations of the formation of scientific ideas
(especially medical ideas) within a broad context of natural philosophy and occult thought give
new direction to the history of ancient science (1979).

“I use “ritual act” as a broad term for gestures ranging from the most simple to elaborate rituals.
Thus “using the hem-band from a robe to bind the thumb of the left hand once” in MSL.E.114 is a
ritual act, as is “scratching twice seven times with the middle finger” in MSLE.131. I also use the
term “magical device,” which overlaps with “ritual act” but refers additionally to strategies like
timing and orientation or the use of certain materials.
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75, the ailment category gu # is a demonic ailment, like the category
“child sprite” which follows in MSI.E.276-77 (both magical recipes).
Why not identify all of the recipes for gu as magical, not just MSL.E.273
which uses talisman water? I have already noted in Section Three
(“Materia Medica”) the exorcistic nature of the rooster and snake medi-
cine in MSIL.E.274. And why not include other recipes for ailments whose
names suggest demonic possession, in particular the exorcistic dog feces
cure for “crazed seizure” in MSILE.71 (see Section Three, “Materia
Medica”)?’

I restrict my identification of magical recipes to the fifty-six for several
reasons. First of all, I wish to focus attention on the two things that for
someone like Li fils were unambiguously magical: incantations and ritual
acts. At a time when naturalistic explanations were forming the founda-
tion for a rationalized understanding of the medical properties of drugs
and of the effects of other therapies on illness, to chant an incantation or
perform a ritual act was to align oneself with divine powers. Notably,
stipulations regarding time in the magical recipes mostly relate to the po-
sitions of the sun and moon (as in MSI.E.120). Only three magical recipes
specify days in the sexagenary cycle based on hemerological ideas
(MSL.E.107, 124, 126; see “Varieties of Magic” below). Because the evi-
dence is so slight, the Mawangdui medical manuscripts do not require that
we deal with the issue of whether hemerology and other occult knowl-
edge ought to be called magic.” The medical manuscripts themselves im-
ply that incantations and ritual acts were the essence of magic.

Even though I call gu a demonic ailment, I am wary of using the ail-
ment name as the basis for identifying all gu recipes as magical. I prefer to
allow the possibility that any ailment might have been perceived at several
levels (after all, the physician-authors of the Huangdi neijing reject demonic
causation). Perhaps a naturalistic understanding of gu lies behind the two
recipes which have the patient drink a medicine made from a woman’s
menstrual cloth (MSIL.E.272, 275). A dual view combining naturalistic
causation and demonic causation is even more likely for crazed seizure.
Moreover, most of the ailment categories with magical recipes randomly

"Yamada’s identification of magical recipes in MSLE is more inclusive, counting forty-nine magical
recipes to my thirty-nine (1985b: 256).

*The techniques for determining a child’s fortune and for burying the afterbirth in MSV.1-2 are
based on astrological, calendrical, and hemerological ideas. Magic does not seem like the best
description of them.
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intersperse them with non-magical recipes (twelve inguinal swelling reci-
pes are magical, twelve are not). The same caveat applies to drugs, whose
multiple uses were surely viewed multiply. To cure gu, drink the ash of a
woman’s menstrual cloth (MSLE.272); to speed travel, tie a virgin’s
menstrual cloth around the waist after first tossing it at a whirling wind
(MSIIL8s); soak a menstrual cloth and spread the liquid on a burn
(MSI.E.184); use the same liquid to boil meat, and consume both meat
and liquid to treat inguinal swelling (MSL.E.121). Ailments and drugs
considered individually lead us into a middle ground where magical and
naturalistic conceptions overlap.

The philters in MSVII.A.3-6 are, of course, drugs. They obviously be-
long together with the charms as examples of coercive magic. Just as ob-
viously, magical ideas inform the use of drugs and therapies elsewhere in
the Mawangdui medical manuscripts. The virtue of focusing primarily on
incantations and ritual acts as the identifying sign of magic is that we are
identifying clear-cut types of magical behavior from the perspective of
those who performed the techniques. From the fifty-six magical recipes
we learn something of the magico-religious side of their personality.

One of the surprises about the magical recipes is the knowledge that
the Warring States, Qin, and Han elite were far more involved in a vari-
ety of magico-religious activities than we previously knew. Before recent
archaeological discoveries, the conventional wisdom was that their relig-
ious beliefs and practices chiefly concerned family ancestral cults and ritual
observances associated with state and family. If there was a popular relig-
ion, it was presumed to have been part of regional wu A& (shaman) cults.
The mechanisms of interaction with the spirit world (incantation, exor-
cism, and the like) were, so far as was recorded in received sources, in the
hands of shamans and religious officiants, whose activities were paralleled
by the astrologers and diviners. Other than that, general superstition was
widespread but was not a defining characteristic of elite religious life.

'I follow Hawkes in rendering wu as “shaman” in view of the importance of spirit mediumism as
the chief wu specialty (1985: 42-51). Wu ideas are thought to lie behind the Shang concept of
divine kingship (the classic statement of the thesis is Chen Mengjia 1936). The exact identity of the
shamans in Shang and Zhou society is far from clear. Warring States legends trace the origins of
medicine, divination, and other skills to them. However, in Warring States society shamans un-
derwent a decline in status. With the intellectual transformations of the Warring States period,
physicians (yi %) participated in the text-based traditions of the other specialists in natural philoso-
phy and occult knowledge. As I argue below, it is important to distinguish the continuing religious
role of the shamans from the activities of these specialists. The connotations of the word wu also
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Seidel’s investigation of Later Han religious life based on archaeological
evidence changes this picture of popular religion during the time when
religious Daoism was born. Demonstrating that first and second century
A.D. popular religion revolved around notions of administrative proce-
dures and judgments issued to individuals by a bureaucratic spirit world,
Seidel observes that this religion—which was practiced at all levels of so-
ciety—*“is definitely not the mediumistic folk religion we assume to have
preceded Taoism” (1987: 46). Basic religious ideas in the early Daoist
communities were clearly derived from popular religion. Similar evidence
of Warring States popular religion is now emerging in the archaeological
record. Shamans were an important part of the religious scene (the core of
Seidel’s “mediumistic folk religion”), but the elite themselves were al-
ready engaged in transactions with a highly organized spirit world. The
most intriguing find is a Fangmatan text recounting the resurrection of a
man named Dan 77T in 297 B.c. Written as a first person account, the text
describes how Dan was released from the underworld because of a peti-
tion submitted by his former employer to the Scribe of the Director of
the Life-mandate 7] A7 3 (Li Xueqin 1990; Harper 1994; Harper 1995).

While the Fangmatan text attests to the bureaucratizing of the spirit
world and to ideas about death in Warring States popular religion, the
Mawangdui magical recipes (together with the Shuihudi and Fangmatan
hemerological manuscripts) show the elite in another light utilizing incan-
tations and ritual acts for everyday, personal needs. Some of the magic is
simple folklore; for example, treating warts by rubbing them against
something onto which the warts are magically transferred (MSI.E.65-70).
But there are many examples of incantations and rituals like MSI.E.120
and MSIII.87. The few references in received literature of the period only
occur in the context of the performances of shamans and religious offici-
ants. The magical recipes indicate that it was usual for the elite to perform
comparable magico-religious techniques on their own.

The archaeological record is supplementing the received picture of
Warring States elite society as religiously cool with a picture of religious

changed. By Han times wu was applied to what in English could be called “witchcraft”; and what
was perceived as witchcraft was not simply the activities of shamans.

Mair (1990) argues that wu/*mjag is a loan from Old Persian magus, and speculates on archaic
contacts between China and the Near East, including migration of foreign magi to China. Mair’s
ideas are provocative, but I remain skeptical. In any case, they pertain to religion and magic prior
to the Warring States transformations that concern me here.
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engagement.” And apart from religious life, magico-religious traditions
were one element in the syncretistic mixing of ideas in natural philosophy
and occult thought. Describing the whole of this complex phenomenon
and determining precisely where within it the Mawangdui magical recipes
fit is infeasible. Let me attempt to isolate a few distinctive features. By the
third century B.c. popular religion as we now understand it emphasized
individual magico-religious practices. Practices once left to shamans and
religious officiants were in general use, and probably spawned a boom in
magic which greatly enriched folkloristic practices. Concurrently, natural
philosophy and occult thought were reshaping intellectual and spiritual
conceptions. Rather than isolating a world of strictly natural phenomena
from a world inhabited by spirits and demons, the two worlds were
merged in varying composites fashioned by the specialists and recorded in
fang-literature. Books which treated magic as one among a number of
techniques in the broad fields of natural philosophy and occult thought
made magic all the more appealing.

The Hanshu bibliographic treatise classifies books on demonology, ex-
orcism, and incantation together with divination literature in the sub-
category “Zazhan” $f 5 (Assorted divination) of the “Shushu” #{ #7
division. Titles include: Rengui jingwu liuchu bianguai N\ 58 %5 ¥ 7~ & %
P& (Human and demonic spectral entities and the mutant prodigies of the
six domestic animals), Zhi buxiang he guiwu B, A~ ¥£ %1 2 ¥ (Seizing
the unpropitious and subjugating demonic entities), Qingdao zhifu iF T
3 #8 (Favor-granting prayers to bring good fortune; Hanshu, 30.75a-76a).
The demonography “Jie” in the first Shuihudi hemerological manuscript
exemplifies occult literature on “spectral entities” and “mutant prodigies.”
“Jie” contains seventy entries which identify the causes of uncanny phe-
nomena in everyday life, most attributed to demons, and provide reme-
dies. Here is one of several entries dealing with domestic animals: “When
people or birds and beasts as well as the six domestic animals continually
go into a person’s home—these are spirits from above who are fond of

'Graham sums up received opinion when he contrasts what he regards as the folk-religious beliefs
of the Mohists (a reflection of their lower social origins) with the general tendency in Warring
States thought: “The tendency throughout the classical age is to ignore the spirits of the dead and
of the mountains and rivers after paying them their customary respects, and to regard Heaven as an
impersonal power responsible for everything outside human control, including the undeserved
misfortune to which you resign yourself as your destiny” (1989: 47). The archaeological record (in
particular the manuscripts under discussion) suggests that the elite tendency deduced from received
literature is less general than has been supposed.
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those below and enjoy entering.” The remedy is to have virgin boys and
girls beat drums, ring bells, and screech (SHD: 213; Harper 1985: 496).
The Mawangdui magical recipes furnish the best examples of incantations
and exorcistic rituals to “seize the unpropitious and subjugate demonic
entities.” Prayers to counteract the demonic evil of nightmares in both
Shuihudi hemerological manuscripts exemplify the genre of “favor-
granting prayers” (SHD: 210, 247; Harper 1987a: 270-71).

Part of the rationale behind the naturalistic/’demonic composites in
occult thought is expressed in the word jing ¥, which I translate both as
“essence” and as “specter, spectral.” In its origin jing was understood to be
the “stuff of spirits,” which the Guanzi, “Neiye,” links to gi “vapor” (see
Section Four, “Body and Spirit”). In later use jing continued to signify
spectral qualities associated with the transmutability of things. With time
the concentration of jing in certain things became “spectral” and the thing
became a “specter,” as evidenced by the SW definition of mei %5 (a kind
of goblin) as “the jing of an aged entity” (SW, 9A.41a). Spectral manifes-
tations of vapor itself are documented in “Jie” entries which blame un-
canny phenomena on vapor. Vapor makes it possible for a demon to
impinge on a person, either because vapor is the medium of transfer or
because vapor is the stuff of demons just as it is the stuff of things that
exist in the natural world." Theories of vapor as well as Yin Yang and
Five Agent theories served to reanimate the world of spirits and demons
in a more complex religious viewpoint.”

In the Mawangdui magical recipes and “Jie” we have the magic rec-
ommended to the elite by occult specialists ranging from recipe gentle-
men to physicians. Much of it surely circulated orally in an environment
that included shamans. However, the committing of magic to writing and
the transmission of magical literature within fang-literature set this magic
apart from oral tradition and connected it to occult thought as a field of
knowledge. Shamans also contributed to the dispersion of magico-
religious practices among the elite (the fame of Yue % shamans and
Thearch Wu’s &, 77 patronage of them in the second century B.cC. is dis-

'Cloud vapor which enters the home covertly is remedied by building a fire (SHD: 215); the vapor
of “Bug-misfortune” (yang &) causes a person’s hair to stand on end (SHD: 214; Harper 1990:
227); the vapor of the “Whirling Wind” (piaofeng &, JAl) causes animals to speak to people (SHD:
212; Harper 1985: 495). Several entries also reify Yin and Yang as demons (SHD: 212, 214). On
this point and for further discussion of the bivalence of gi and jing, see Harper 1990: 224-25.

*Yin Yang and Five Agent cycles provided a new modus operandi for spirits and demons. See the
preceding note for reification of Yin and Yang.
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cussed in “Recipes of Yue” below). But their activities belonged more to
the sphere of religion than to occult thought. Shamans were both admired
and feared for their commerce with spirit powers. And the arbiters of
socio-intellectual orthodoxy held their cults in low regard as a source of
social unrest." Although all manner of occult practice was potentially sus-
pect, shamanic activities were the most suspect, no doubt because shamans
as a group were outside the elite mainstream and were predominately
female. Whether perpetrated by shamans or not, Han terms for witchcraft
or black magic tend to utilize the word wu (see below).

The Mawangdui magical recipes provide techniques that like the other
recipes are expected to work. The magical recipe for infant convulsions
(MSI.E.27) concludes with word “excellent,” one of several terms used in
MSLE to indicate that certain recipes are known for their efficacy. Simi-
larly, “Jie” concludes most entries with phrases like “it will stop,” “it will
desist,” “it will not come,” “it will leave,” “it will die of terror.” The idea
is that the magical remedy “will work.” We find in both texts a kind of
everyman’s magic, a magic that addresses the exigencies of everyday life.
This continued to be the focus of medieval popular magic as we know it
from works like the fourth century Baopuzi and from Dunhuang =0 HE
manuscripts of the Tang period like the Baize tu H 1% [E (Diagrams of
White Marsh). Text parallels between these works and the newly exca-
vated manuscripts testify to the durability of magical literature from its
Warring States origins into the medieval period.”

The Mawangdui magical recipes do not treat of unusual feats of magic
for which recipe gentlemen and their occult brethren as well as shamans
were famed: conjuring up the dead, magic flight, invisibility, and various
acts of magical transformation (assuming multiple forms, changing the
forms of other things, and the like).” The elite appreciated the difference
between the kind of magic that they practiced ordinarily and the more
powerful magic of those rare individuals who had a true calling. Yet their

"The Shiji account of the Warring States official Ximen Bao P [ % is paradigmatic. As the
newly installed magistrate in a Yellow River district, Ximen is credited with eliminating the an-
nual bride sacrifice made to the river god by tossing the head shamanka and her cohorts into the
river in place of the local virgin required by the cult (Shiji, 126.12b).

*A version of the nightmare prayer in the Shuihudi hemerological manuscripts occurs in the Dun-
huang Baize tu, which is a medieval demonographic counterpart to “Jie” (Harper 1985; Harper
1988). The incantation text shared between MSIII.83 and the Baopuzi is discussed in “Varieties of
Magic” below.

$See Ngo 1976: 160, 195-202.




Magical Recipes 157

own involvement in magico-religious activity was not insignificant.
Conditions favored a flourishing occult culture with the elite as active
participants.

The approbation of magic evidenced in the excavated manuscripts
helps to put the disapprobation of received sources in perspective; despite
its problematic nature, everyone did it. Sima Tan iR (d. 110 B.C))
approves of the art of Yin Yang—by which he means cosmological and
calendrical knowledge—for the order it brings to seasonal cycles, but he
reproves it for “the multitude of prohibitions and avoidances, which
cripple the people and increase their fears”; that is, he accuses the Yin
Yang specialists of abetting superstition (Shifi, 130.3b). The summary of
the Yin Yang specialists in the Hanshu bibliographic treatise is even more
explicit: “When (the Yin Yang art) is practiced in a crippling way, it be-
comes snarled in interdictions and prohibitions, and mired in specious
calculations. It abandons the business of humankind and relies on demons
and spirits” (Hanshu, 30.40a). Both criticisms are directed at popular
hemerological books like those discovered at Shuihudi and Fangmatan
(Harper 1985: 462-70). The Hanshu objection does not concern ideas—
that belief in demons and spirits is in principle wrong—but concerns the
social consequences of the ideas. From the standpoint of the Han socio-
intellectual orthodoxy expressed in the Hanshu, if ideas encouraged un-
desirable behavior they had to be regulated. What was the basis for distin-
guishing between desirable and undesirable behavior?In Han times, one
standard was established by jingshu £ #7 (canonical art; see Section Two,
“Recipes, Techniques, Calculations, Arts”).

To be sure, anything perceived to be potentially damaging to the per-
son and the authority of the Han thearch and to accepted social norms
was suspect, including the Warring States philosophical books which a
first century B.C. court official branded as inimical to “canonical art”
(Hanshu, 80.8a). By engaging in religious practices other than approved
state observances and in any form of occult practice one risked running
afoul of the government, even though the practices themselves were cus-
tomary and were not specifically outlawed. The fact that magic had been
performed was not so important as the circumstances of its performance.
For example, in the late first century B.c. Xifu Gong H. k& 48, dismissed
from court for his involvement in political intrigues, was harassed by rob-
bers at home and was taught a magical technique to keep them away:
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He fashioned a ladle from a mulberry branch that faced
southeast and drew the seven stars of the Northern Dipper on
it. At night Gong unfastened his hair, stood in the central
courtyard, and faced the Northern Dipper. He gripped the
ladle and waved it while chanting the incantation against
robbers. (Hanshu, 45.18a.)

The astrological and magical significance of the Northern Dipper (the Big
Dipper) in Warring States, Qin, and Han times is well documented
(Harper 1978-79; Kalinowski 1983). The description of Xifu’s magical
exploitation of the constellation to subdue robbers is comparable to tech-
niques in the Mawangdui magical recipes. However, someone reported
Xifu Gong to the authorities claiming that Xifu harbored hatred for his
ruler; moreover, that Xifu was examining astrological signs to discover his
ruler’s fortune and was chanting “shaman curses” (wu zhuju A Eﬁ)
Xifu was promptly arrested and died in jail. Perhaps his intent was sinister.
The Mawangdui magical recipes indicate that the magical performance
itself was not out of the ordinary. Might not Li fils have found himself in
similar difficulty if his performance of one of the magical recipes were to
have been viewed in the wrong light by a hostile party?

Il-purposed magic or witchcraft—that is, magic perceived by others as
witchcraft—is commonly denoted by compounds using wu in Han
sources. Wu, the majority of them female shamankas, were known to aid
people in achieving whatever goal they desired. The Hanshu account of
Liu Xu 8 & (d. s4 B.C.), one of Thearch Wu'’s sons, must represent a
common pattern. When Liu Xu did not succeed his father, he employed
the shamanka Li Ruxu Z% 27 H to curse Thearch Zhao FF 7 (r. 87-74
B.C.). Ruxu first entered a shamanic trance. When she announced that
Thearch Wu occupied her body, everyone present bowed while the de-
ceased ruler declared, “I command that Xu become Son of Heaven”
(Hanshu, 63.15a-b). Delighted, Liu Xu sent the shamanka to offer prayers
to the spirits that he be granted a favor—the demise of Thearch Zhao and
his own succession. Shortly thereafter, Thearch Zhao died. Although Liu
Xu failed to succeed to the throne, he remained convinced of Ruxu’s
shamanic powers and continued to employ her to perform her “shaman
curses” on other occasions (the same curses Xifu Gong was accused of
performing).

Such activities contributed to a generalized notion of black magic or
witchcraft as the work of women. Accounts of Thearch Wu’s reign pro-
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vide notable examples. In 130 B.C. it came to light that Dowager Chen Ff
2 J5 had been practicing the “women’s way of seduction” (furen meidao
% A U8 iB) in her efforts to secure her uncertain position (Hanshu,
97A.112; Twitchett and Loewe 1986: 174). Shortly thereafter the lady’s
daughter and others were arrested for attempting to aid her by practicing
“shaman gu (wugu Ak &%), sacrificial worship, and curses.” Her daughter
was beheaded. The lady was demoted in a decree that opened with the
words, “the Dowager has failed to observe propriety and is deluded by
shaman curses.” Yet another more serious wugu scandal occurred in the
last years of Thearch Wu’s reign (Loewe 1974: 37-90; Twitchett and
Loewe 1986: 177-78).

The association of gu with demonic evil and with female seduction was
already made in the Warring States (see MSI.E.271). The compound wugu
reflects the perception that women’s magic was inherently dangerous
(especially for men). As in all accusations of witchcraft, the deed and its
name are defined by the accusers. I am particularly struck by the accusa-
tion that Dowager Chen practiced a “women’s way of seduction,” imply-
ing witchcraft. Did her “way of seduction” perhaps include the use of
philters like those in MSVII.A which ensure that “seduction will occur”
(MSVII.A.4) or that the object of desire “will be obtained” (MSVII.A.5)?
Was the use of philters by men to seduce women perceived differently
from their use by women? As in the case of Xifu Gong, I suspect that
some of the activities were not in themselves exceptional; it was simply
riskier for women to engage in them.

VARIETIES OF MAGIC

In the Han mind the south was where magico-religious traditions were
strongest. Chu 7 and Yue i shamans were the most powerful; inhabi-
tants of Chu and Yue were most given to worship of spirits and demons;
the southern genius for magic was attributed to the sultry environment
itself. The contents of the Mawangdui magical recipes reflect in part
southern magico-religious traditions. The prominence of spitting and
spouting when chanting incantations in the magical recipes suggests the
southern breath magic called “recipes of Yue” (Yue fang # J7) in Han
sources. Breath magic is discussed below under incantation. My thesis
regarding the Mawangdui magical recipes and the recipes of Yue is pre-
sented separately in “Recipes of Yue.” Other aspects of the magical reci-
pes clearly belong to beliefs and practices that were already common to
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magic in the north and south during the third century B.c. Parallels in the
Shuihudi and Fangmatan hemerologieal manuscripts provide the proof,
the Pace of Yu being the best single piece of evidence. There is evidence
as well of deities in the Later Han popular religion reconstructed by Seidel
(1987). In short, the Mawangdui magical recipes bear witness to wide-
spread magico-religious traditions in the third to second centuries B.c.

Consequently, although the context is most often the treatment of
specific ailments (the thirty-nine recipes in MSIL.E and the eight in MSIV),
the contents of the Mawangdui magical recipes are not exclusive to
medicine. Li fils would have understood the magical recipes as the medi-
cal application of magico-religious techniques; we can use the same reci-
pes to reconstruct magic and religion.” My survey of the Mawangdui
magical recipes is brief, more a list of salient details than an exegesis. I
begin with incantation, followed by ritual acts and other magical devices.
There is a slight amount of corroborative evidence in received literature.
For the most part, the magical recipes themselves are our first records of
the wording of incantations and of all the directions needed to actually
work magic. The Shuihudi and Fangmatan hemerological manuscripts
corroborate and supplement the Mawangdui magical recipes. I refer to the
hemerological manuscripts on occasion, but I leave thorough treatment of
them for another time.

The majority of incantations in the magical recipes are indicated as di-
rect speech with the verb yue H (say), the standard verb for any kind of
direct speech. Next in frequency is zhu il (chant the incantation; the
right side of the graph signifies a mouth atop a human figure, the left side
signifies the presence of the spirits). The texts of several incantations are
simply prefaced by words for spitting and spouting, indicating breath
magic (see below); and there are two examples of a word denoting
“curse” (see MSI.E.124). Mostly rhymed and occasionally punctuated by
magical utterances, the Mawangdui incantations represent the third to
second century B.C. manifestation of a long tradition of magical commu-
nication with the spirits.”

'Of course, the belief that illness was demonically inspired made faith-healing a key element of
shaman cults and popular religion.

*Harper summarizes some of the material relevant to the history of incantation in early Chinese
religion, for which the Shang bone and shell inscriptions provide the earliest documentation (1982:
69-79). As early as the Shang, the act of speaking to the spirits in incantation was complemented by
written communication with them. Evidence of oral and written communication is discussed in
Harper 1985: 472-74. It is worth noting that most Shang vocabulary for speaking and writing was
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A feature shared by all of the incantations is their intelligibleness. Non-
sense and phrases from other languages are not used.” The purpose of the
incantations is to deliver a particular kind of message, and most of them
state their information in straightforward fashion. The magical recipe to
stop bleeding in MSL.E.9 includes the simplest, most direct incantation:
“Man, staunch! Woman, vinegar!” The incantation conjures the presence
of a man to stop the flow of blood and a woman to cleanse the wound
with vinegar. An incantation may also take the form of a wish, as in the
MSIIL.87 recipe to prevent foot pain quoted at the beginning of this sec-
tion (“Whatever the water, no disaster; whatever the way, no wither-
ing.”).

The majority of the incantations occur in MSLE and are exorcistic
curses. The curses typically threaten the demonic agent blamed for caus-
ing the ailment with mutilation and death if it does not leave the patient’s
body. The graphic quality of the phrases is illustrated by the following
portion of the incantation in MSLE.229: “With a zuo ¥ (oak) rod I stab
you; with tiger claws I gouge and grab you; with a knife I butcher you;
with wei 7% (reeds) I sever you. . . . If you do not depart, it will be bit-
ter.” Oak, tiger claws, and reeds are all exorcistic materials used in ritual
acts; the use of the first person pronoun indicates that the very person
chanting the incantation intends to punish the agent (the “you”). Usually
the incantations request spirit assistance in dealing with the demonic
agent; and an exorcistic act follows the chanting of the incantation, like
flagellation (with an iron mallet in MSIL.E.120 quoted above) or spitting
(see below).

This scenario for exorcism mirrors the one complete account of a Han
state-sponsored exorcism in received literature, the Great Exorcism (da
nuo . 1HE) performed at New Year’s and recorded in the Hou Hanshu
treatise on ritual.” The Great Exorcism clears away the pestilential evil of
the old and dying year, inaugurating a new purified cycle of time. It is

originally related to spirit communication in religion; application to human communication was
secondary. I suspect that the fundamentally sacred nature of speech itself continued to inform ideas
about the magic of speech in Warring States, Qin, and Han times. Vocabulary for different types of
incantations and written documents is attested in ritual books like the Zhouli, along with the hier-
archy of officiants charged with executing them (Harper 1982: 71). The influence of incantation
on the writing of poetry is studied in Harper 1987a.

'Chinese incantations were enriched by Indic speech and pseudo-Indic speech following the intro-
duction of Buddhism. The use of foreign speech meshed with religious Daoist ideas about celestial
speech and script known only to initiates (Bokenkamp 1983: 462-65).

*Bodde studies the account and reviews earlier scholarship on it (1975: 75-138).
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performed by the chief exorcist leading a troupe of youths and palace of-
ficiants. The curse comes at the climax of the ceremony when twelve
spirit beasts—played by twelve costumed officiants—are commanded to
each devour one of twelve evils (some illnesses, some demons) of the old
year. Having conjured their assistance, the curse continues:

These twelve spirits are all charged to pursue the evil and
baleful. May they scorch your carcass! May they rip apart
your skeleton! May they strip away your flesh! May they tear
out your lungs and guts! If you do not depart quickly, who-
ever remains will become food.

Brandishing torches, the exorcistic party passes through the palace, finally
delivering the torches to horsemen outside the south gate who dispose of
them (and the evil they contain) in the river (Hou Hanshu, “Zhi” i,
s.10b; Bodde 1975: 81-82).

The MSIL.E incantations are the chief source for the names of spirits and
demons, who are either invoked to assist or are the objects of the exor-
cism (similar to the Great Exorcism). The religious viewpoint reflected in
the incantations is animistic. The ontological view of ailments as entities
fuses with the belief that each entity has its spirit—which is one reason for
alternation between treating ailments medically and treating them with
exorcism. The scorpion spirit is cursed in MSI.E.48-49; the lizard spirit in
MSI.E.56, 59-60; in MSL.E.65 the person with warts plays the role of the
wart spirit who is exorcised by being forced to name himself. Some of the
spirits who assist are personifications of elements of nature. The incanta-
tion in MSIL.E.49 calls upon a spirit Father and Mother to trap the scor-
pion:

Father dwells in Shu. Mother is the Wind Bird who pun-
ishes. Do not dare flee up or down. The Wind Bird bores
your heart.

Father, Mother, and Son groupings are sometimes associated with spirit
powers in the environment (as above); and are sometimes part of the de-
monic etiology of an ailment (as in MSLE.120, in which the incantation
commands the inguinal swelling Sons to attack the Mother who bore
them).

There is evidence of a more formal pantheon. The magical recipes for
the rash caused by lacquer include incantations which accuse the Lacquer
King % T of failing to perform the tasks assigned to him by the Thearch
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of Heaven KX #f (MSLE.233-35). The incantation in MSLE.124 calls
upon the Spirit of Heaven X ff and Spirit Maids i % to expel the fox
blamed for inguinal swelling. The Yellow Spirit #f #f! is summoned in
MSIL.E.178 (a burn) and MSI.E.265 (scabbing). The fox’s demonic reputa-
tion in China is well known; MSI.E.124 and 128 are now the earliest at-
testation of fox possession. Thearch of Heaven, Spirit of Heaven, and
Yellow Spirit all refer to the same supreme deity in Han popular religion
(Seidel 1987: 28-30). Spirit Maids are divine agents associated with hem-
erology (MSI.E.124 is to be performed on a specific day in the sexagenary
cycle; see below); they figure prominently in religious Daoism. The bu-
reaucratic aspect of human relations with this pantheon is reflected in two
incantations that mimic the formula used by officials to address their su-
periors: “I dare to declare.” The announcement of an abscess in
MSL.E.229 is made to Tai Mountain (the sacred peak of the east, in
present-day Shandong, whose presiding deity was one of the arbiters of
human fate): “I dare to declare to the Tai Mountain Barrow.” A similar
address is made to the East Lord and Bright Star 3 7 # /£ (perhaps the
astral deity Taiyi /X —) when securing a campsite in MSIII.84.

Let me turn to breath magic. The evidence is of two kinds: magical
utterances and acts of spitting and spouting. The two are not uncon-
nected. Like spitting and spouting, utterances concentrate the vapor
which is the breath as it is ejected from the mouth. A vocabulary of utter-
ances used by shamans and religious officiants can be traced to the Shang
bone and shell inscriptions. Shirakawa demonstrates that yi Ex—both a
phonetic and signific in B “physician”—belongs to a family of Shang
words for exorcistic weapons, the sounds of exorcistic beating, and exor-
cistic utterances (1976, vol. 2: 232-33). The etymology of the word yi
“physician” as the ‘“shaman who heals with exorcistic techniques” pro-
posed by Shirakawa is convincing." Warring States ideas about vapor,
breath, and saliva added to the magico-religious conception of magical
utterances.

MSLE includes five magical utterances, each one occurring just once
and always at the beginning of the incantation (I list them with Old Chi-
nese reconstruction as they appear in the translation): *tsjar % (MSI.E.56);
*owjag " (MSLE.128); *sjit *sjit, *khwot *khwot B B+ # Ei
(MSLE.178); *kogw % (MSLE.229); *tsjom *tsjom, *hjokw *hjokw 12 7

'For further speculation on the early vocabulary of magical utterances, see Harper 1982: 76-79.
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& 1& (MSLE.265). *Gwjag *tsjar is attested as a compound utterance in
several Shijing 7 &8 poems in which the utterance is part of the magic of
conjuring spirit beasts (see MSIL.E.56). A variant of the first of the two
four-syllable utterances is attested in the Zuozhuan 7c 1% as a monitory
prophecy; the graphs in MSLE.178 may additionally mean “swarm,
submit.” *Kagw represents the sound of a cry that reaches into the spirit
world. The utterance forms part of the Yili % #& ritual of summoning
back the soul of a person recently deceased; and it is used to summon
assistance in exorcising nightmare demons in the two Shuihudi hem-
erological manuscripts. In MSL.E.229 the cry reaches the Tai Mountain
Barrow. One occurrence each hardly constitutes heavy usage, but the fact
that the utterances occur indicates that the Mawangdui incantations utilize
widely shared conventions of incantation.

The examples of spitting (tuo M) and spouting (pen M) I judge to be
more characteristic of a southern style of breath magic. Let me inventory
the occurrences. In MSI.E.27 spitting precedes the incantation; the incan-
tation first invokes a “spouter” to “spout ferociously” and continues with
a typical curse of the demonic agent who is expelled by the spirit spouter
(surely the act of invoking the spouter involves spouting action by the
person chanting). The incantation in MSI.E.48 is preceded by spitting and
spouting; in MSIL.E.s9 by spouting and blowing; in MSI.E.93 by spouting
and snorting thrice. The incantation in MSI.E.118 again invokes a spouter
to expel the demonic agent, as does the incantation in MSL.E.277. In
MSILE.178 the person spits thrice after the incantation; MSI.E.229 says
simply to spit after the incantation. Spitting precedes the incantation in
MSILE.233, and the first word of the incantation is “spout” as the utter-
ance *pon; *pon is again the initial utterance in the incantation in
MSI.E.235. Spitting follows the incantation in MSI.E.234, seven times for
men and twice seven times for women. In MSI.E.48, 178, 229, and 234
the recipes instruct the person to spit on the ailments; that is, to spit on
the demonic agent who is localized in the affected part of the body.

As a universal human custom spitting does not require elaborate expla-
nation. The Chinese custom of spitting at demons is already well docu-
mented in post-Han sources (Liu Zhiwan 1974: 338-48; Harper 1982: 92-
93). From the standpoint of the demons, the fact that they dislike being
spat at is now on record for the third century B.c. in the Fangmatan resur-
rection account. The account concludes with a list of graveyard rules,
including the following: “Let those who offer sacrifices at tombs not dare
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to spit. If they spit, the ghosts depart and flee in fright” (Harper 1994:14).
Surely spitting and spouting were employed exorcistically in the north
and south in the third century B.C. and earlier. My argument for a south-
ern style of breath magic involving spitting and spouting is based on two
forms of evidence: first, Wang Chong’s £ 7 rationalization of incanta-
tion in the Lunheng%‘ﬁ %, which uses vapor theory to explain what others
would have understood to be breath magic; and second, accounts in the
Lunheng and elsewhere of the potent breath of the inhabitants of Chu and
Yue, and of the techniques of the recipes of Yue. The Han tradition of
the recipes of Yue probably grew out of the blending of magic and occult
thought in the south during the Warring States. Originally a southern
tradition, the recipes of Yue gained wider fame during the Han. I submit
that the examples of spitting and spouting in the Mawangdui magical
recipes are the breath magic of the recipes of Yue.

The southern tradition of breath magic is treated in “Recipes of Yue”
below. Wang Chong’s statements on why incantations work are necessary
background information. Wang Chong’s purpose is to demystify incanta-
tion by showing that it is a natural phenomenon involving vapor, Yin and
Yang, and the Five Agents. His arguments shed light on probable ways in
which Warring States naturalistic theories bolstered the magico-religious
understanding of incantation and breath magic. Even in the first century
A.D. I suspect that Wang Chong’s rationalization served to justify the
elite’s belief in the magical efficacy of incantation.

Wang Chong’s basic premise is that all phenomena can be explained as
manifestations of vapor. What people take to be demons are momentary
agglomerations of Yang vapor, which is volatile, fiery, and red. Yang va-
por burns like fire and can harm people, but the harm of seeing a de-
mon—that is, of encountering a mass of Yang vapor—is no different than
the harm of being poisoned by certain substances, which Wang Chong
explains as being burned by the Yang vapor concentrated in them. Wang
Chong further equates speech and fire, citing as his authority the canoni-
cal “Hongfan” B # (Great plan) treatise of the Shangshu M = which
Graham dates to the fifth century B.c. (1989: 326). The “Hongfan” lists of
symbolic correlations name Fire as the second of the Five Agents and
Speech as the second of the Five Human Functions." The Lunheng essay

"These matters are discussed in two essays: Lunheng, “Dinggui,” 22.453-54; and “Yandu,” 23.459.
As explained by Graham, the lists of correlations in the “Hongfan” predate the concept of a five-
fold cycle in later Five Agent theory (1989: 340-56)
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“Yandu” & & (Explanation of poison) appeals both to the “Hongfan”
and to folk belief:

There is a folk saying, “A multitude of mouths melts metal.”
The mouth is Fire. Among the Five Agents the second is
Fire; among the Five Human Functions the second is Speech.
Speech is matched with Fire, hence the saying that it “melts
metal.” (Lunheng, “Yandu,” 23.459.)

Wang Chong’s argument weaves together his own ideas about Yang
vapor, the “Hongfan” correlation of Fire and Speech, and folk belief. His
argument continues with an explanation of why the folk saying must be
grounded in Five Agent theory (according to which Fire conquers Metal),
but this is part of his rationalization. The folk saying itself simply indicates
a popular belief that breath works like fire, which probably reflects
magico-religious ideas about the properties of fire prior to Five Agent
theory (see Section Three, “Therapy”). Having provided a theoretically
satisfying explanation, Wang Chong has no difficulty affirming that the
incantations chanted by shamans are efficacious because shamans are
naturally endowed with greater concentrations of Yang vapor. Moveover,
the speech of the inhabitants of the south (which is a Yang region) is
naturally more potent:

In the lands of Grand Yang the people are frenzied. When a
person is frenzied his mouth and tongue become poisonous.
Thus the people of Chu and Yue are frenzied and febrile.
When they speak with another person and the saliva from
their mouth strikes the person, then his vessels swell up and
form sores. In the extremely hot lands of the Southern
Commandery, when the inhabitants chant an incantation at a
tree the tree dies, and when they spit at a bird the bird drops
down. The reason why Shaman Xian was able to use incan-
tations to alleviate the people’s sicknesses and cure the peo-
ple’s misfortunes is because he was born in Jiangnan and
possessed burning vapor. Now as for poison, it is the vapor of
Yang. Thus when it strikes a person it is like fire scorching
the person. (Lunheng, “Yandu,” 23.457.)

Wang Chong rationalizes the effects of speech and incantation as natural
phenomena. Others would have understood the words spoken in incanta-
tion to be oral fire, whose power was increased by the use of utterances,
spitting, and spouting. Breath magic partook of the magic of fire.
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The incantation in MSIII.83 is a notable example of travel magic. The
recipe is used “when traveling and stopping overnight,” evidently when
camping in the open. Both the incantation and the ritual acts which ac-
company it secure the campsite by creating a magically protected space.
This kind of magic is well documented in the fourth century A.p. Baopuzi
1 Kb T as part of the essential knowledge for anyone who would go
into the wilds in search of spirits and the magical substances which confer
immortality, and who must beware of tigers, wolves, and demonic
machinations. MSIII does not explain why a traveler would find it neces-
sary to camp; I presume that lodges even along better known routes were
not plentiful in the third and second centuries B.c. No doubt the hazards
of the road were similar to those experienced by the Baopuzi traveler.
Remarkably, there is a parallel version of the incantation in the Baopuzi,
which includes the same phrases “the Yang side of Tai Mountain” and
“walls and ramparts that are not intact, seal with the metal bar.” In
MSIIL.83, following the incantation the traveler performs the Pace of Yu
and draws a circle on the ground saying, “With a stick of fresh jing |
(vitex) two cun long I draw a circle around the inside.” In the Baopuzi the
traveler draws a square on the ground with a knife, and the knife is laid
on the square at an astrologically significant position. The phrase “seal
with the metal bar” suggests that in earlier versions of the technique a
knife was also used, but has been replaced by a magical stick of vitex in
MSIIL.83. The parallel techniques may be due to oral transmission, but I
think it probable that we are witnessing continuity in the transmission of
fang-literature.

Discussion of ritual acts and magical devices must begin with the Pace
of Yu & #. Prior to the evidence in the Mawangdui magical recipes and
the Shuihudi and Fangmatan hemerological manuscripts, the earliest oc-
currence of the term was in the Shizi J7 -, in a description of the physi-
cal deformities suffered by Yu (the hero of the Chinese flood myth and
legendary founder of the Xia ruling house) as a consequence of his labor
to control the flood:

His hands did not have nails and his shins had no hair. He

was afflicted with hemiplegia. One foot would not step past
the other foot, which the people called the Pace of Yu.
(Shizi, 1.16b.)

Granet (1925) adduces Shizi and other passages in pre-Han philosophical
literature that describe Yu’s physical deformities (treated by the philoso-



