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 Author's Note

Since ancient times, the writings on the art
of relations between men and women have been circulated all over
the world. Cervantes wrote, and so did Boccaccio, out of the sheer
delight of creation. We find there many prescriptions that are
correct and useful for the human body and spirit manifested in the
realm of sexual life.

The rules and methods of the so-called
'Oriental Erotica' are a part of the world's cultural heritage, and
so I thought to make my own modest contribution to this critical
side of human life.

In Daoism and Zen Buddhism, for example, as
in some other eastern religions, such as Tantrism, we find a very
different attitude to sexual life. Many Chinese novels, like the
tales of Boccaccio, have accused the monks and nuns of immorality.
This is based on the universal human delight taken in exposing all
forms of hypocrisy. It is natural and comfortable therefore to make
Casanovas of Chinese monks, provided with witchcraft and secret
aphrodisiacs. There are actual cases, in certain parts of the
coastal provinces of China, for example, where a nunnery is but a
brothel, but on the whole, the charge is unfair, and most monks are
good, retiring, polite, and well-behaved people who perceive the
Daoist bedchamber art very seriously, at the level of secret
alchemy. So, any Don Juan exploits are limited to transgressing
individuals and are grossly exaggerated in novels for a juicy but
shallow effect. Besides, this misjudgment is because of the failure
to see the connection between sex and religion in the Far-eastern
region. For the Daoist and Zen Buddhist monks sex is the herald of
that inscrutable, always only full of original properties of being,
to which all their efforts to nurture life are well directed. They
recognize sexuality as the natural part of human character, to
renounce it is utterly unreasonable and even harmful. On the other
part, however, it is just as foolish and fatal as to be a blind
slave to one's passions. The bodily solaces are genuinely
accessible to a mature and wise soul only. As the Swiss
psychologist, Carl Jung states, "Man is equally used to live with
his inherent instincts and overcome them." Hence, we can conclude
that the inherent relaxation does not deny self-control, but,
actually, only thanks to it, this intrinsic relaxation becomes
possible. Daoism and Zen teach us, first of all, to accept the
feeling like a genuinely integral element of life; and, like life
itself, the sense, in the eyes of them, justifies itself and finds
in itself the strength and power for any further creative growth. A
sagely minded man, according to the ancient thinker Zhuang-zi (4th
century BCE), does not see with his eyes, and does not listen to
with his ears, and does not rely on his mind, but entrusts himself
to his spiritual desire. Identification in oneself this genuine
desire, which is like life itself, has neither beginning nor
ending, and free from any burden of attachment to any object,
remaining to be crystal-clear, like the Great Emptiness or the Dao
itself, is the ultimate goal of the Daoist and Zen asceticism.
Cultivation of senses imposed by the conventions of civilization is
replaced by the Daoists with their concept of awareness through
cultivating the real feeling. And love that is made between a man
and a woman is the best remedy for that.

Coming across with the Daoist sexual
practice, we readily understand the fact that it is indeed being
spoken about a kind of art, not merely entertainment. The unknown
authors who wrote about this subject did it in a businesslike and
genuinely chaste tone, taking care only to teach the practitioners
of the bedchamber art to derive the more significant benefit and
happiness out of love affairs. Money had nothing to do with this.
Even in modern times, where there are royalties and copyright
protection, no amount of money can make an uncreative mind tell a
good story. A secure living made the writing by our creative minds
possible, but a safe life never created anything. A very sensible
approach it is. As a proof of this purely technical function, a
desire not to amaze or entertain, but merely to teach the art, is
inherent to all without exception erotic drawings created in old
China. We would never see on them the images of a woman depicted as
an object of aesthetic contemplation that is separated from the
flow of real life, attractive and inaccessible. We only see the
pictures of sexual intercourse, which serve as a precept to action
required an intimate union with a female as the element of creative
renewal of being.

In a broad sense, for the Daoists and Zen
Buddhists, the intercourse of a man and a woman turns out to be the
best prototype of the universe, in which, as we already know, there
are no separate bodies, but only the proportion of forces and
functional relationship.

There all things dissolve and lose themselves
in the vast net of Heaven, in the midst of constant chaos, which
is, formless, losing itself and, thereby, makes possible the
existence of all variety of things. The love game is rooted in this
chaos, this unchanging in itself variability, where there's neither
being nor carrier, neither presence nor absence, but everything
replaces something else, everything is a miraculous encountering of
some incompatible things. Besides, the sexual arousal can be
considered as an analogy to the great Dao, as a life that is lived
intensively, full-blooded, with the full presence of consciousness,
that sort of inner and sublime experience, in which and through
which the everlasting continuity of spirit is realized by all
devoted lovers.

The Tian-tai Buddhist sect represents an
interesting variation on this theme. For the fusion of white lead
and vermilion mercury, the technique practitioners of this alchemy
employ are rigorous and unremitting, though highly disciplined,
sexual intercourse. The male permanently defers ejaculation to
prevent the loss of vital Yang fluids, which, unlike the Yin, is
limited and irreplaceable. By this means -- by unconsummated sex --
the inner reservoir of this precious, life-prolonging essence, drop
by drop, is filled up. Well-known as the White Tiger and Green
Dragon Yoga, the Tian-tai sect was abhorrent even to many orthodox
Daoists and has supposedly died out due to suppression by the
authorities. And yet, who knows, . . is it so impossible to think
that in a ruined temple somewhere in a remote corner of the great
Central Kingdom (another old name of China) a pair of ancient
adepts with toothless and withered faces but bright and youthful
eyes, are going at it, religiously, in hope of saving their
immortal souls?

The Tiger--Dragon Yoga was apparently
designed by males for their own use. Since their store of the Yang
fluids was small and easily depleted, they needed to supplement it
with the Yin fluids which women possess in inexhaustible
quantities. The women, generally speaking, have little to gain from
the practice (except perhaps some pleasurable sexual activity in a
charitable cause), but willingly subordinate themselves in the act
of 'sexual noblesse oblige.' On the other part, there was a subtle
and insidious variation on the theme of the sexual yoga practice
(represented in the literature mostly by the characters of fox
spirits) in which the female set out to subvert the male's
intention. Attempting to excite him to that pitch of passion where
self-control became impossible, she made him spill his load in her
Jade Gates, garnering his Yang fluids to enhance her own longevity.
It was by this means that Xi-wang Mu, the Royal Mother of the
Western Heavens, attained her immortality in the process using up
thousands of young men's lives. The male's exhaustion or his
enrichment by getting the Yin energy from her sexual organs for his
own benefit. . . Who will conquer in this eternal battle of
opposites?!

When properly managed, the primordial power
of sex and its creative compounds, such as the substance, essence,
and spirit that initiate all earthly existence can be used to
achieve anything you want. In the spring of this vital power also
lie the sources of good health, practical wisdom, and utterly
pleasurable satisfaction throughout one's lifetime. At the same
time, sex can be the source of degeneration if not to keep within
limits. The proper decision is in maintaining equilibrium between
the two ends. This Oriental novel tells you how. This actually
cognizant book is intended for adults, especially couples, who
desire to enlarge their enjoyment, as well as their knowledge of
the mysteries of sex well-known from of old and, therefore,
time-proved but mostly forgotten, deriving superior benefits from
proper engagement in that profound act of conjugal love. It aims to
stimulate the reader to seek a more profound understanding of the
secrets, not just of sex, but of real satisfaction itself.

This book purpose is to add some
additional details, fill in the gaps and make it a favorite
reference for those who seek to achieve the fullest satisfaction in
their sexual life. Yes, it is so powerful and so dangerous
transformation; and this book is a good pattern of merging the
sexual practice with the Daoist tradition of internal alchemy -- a
striking example of the Oriental culture
maturity.





-- A.S.

Written on the fifteenth day of the sixth lunar month
of the cyclical year Wu-Xu


“The whole world is but one long sleep;

Hence, it's the best to sleep with your lover. . .

Now put this book down and go to sleep with your dearest!”

-- Alex Stone


 Chapter 1:
Tian-tai Esoterism

Well-known from time immemorial, the Tian-tai
Mountains, or the Heavenly Terraces, the name which applies to a
range of mountains, seventy miles southeast of Hangzhou Bay along
the Eastern coast of the Central Kingdom, Great China. Our journey
up to the Tian-tai peaks and gorges begins by understanding the
classic symbols of longevity and bringers of life, mountains
inspired religious awe as 'the parents of all things.' According to
myths, Tian-tai Mountains used to be carried by a giant turtle
named Ao swum in the South China Sea. When during the time of
formation of the world progenitress the goddess Nuwa had to cut off
the turtle's legs to use them to support the falling sky, she moved
the mountains to the dry land so that it would not settle in the
ocean.

Starting from the mid-Tang-period (8th
century CE), it became one of the biggest Buddhist and Daoist
centers in all under heaven, the homeland of Tian-tai sect of Zen
Buddhism and Nan-zong (Southern) School of Daoism. That was a
wonderland of spirits and legends. Starting out with the dualistic
notion of Yin (feminine) and Yang (masculine) principles, already
current in the period of the Warring States (5th - 3rd centuries
BCE), Daoism soon added to its territory the fairies of the ancient
barbarians. They all dreamed of a fairyland out on the deep blue
seas, to which place the first emperor of Qin (221 BCE) actually
started out with five hundred boys and virgins to seek his
immortality. The hold on the imagination then became irresistible,
and from that time Daoism widened the sphere of man's nature,
including under its arts medicine, or secret knowledge of the
herbs, physiology, and cosmogony symbolically explained by the Yin
and Yang principles and the Five Phase elements. Magic, witchcraft,
aphrodisiacs, incantations, astrology, a whole hierarchy of gods
and deities, some beautiful legends, a priesthood and a monkhood --
all those paraphernalia that go to make up a solid philosophy and
popular religion. It took care, too, of Chinese martial arts, by
specializing in boxing, and the combination of boxing and
witchcraft produced by frequent rebellions starting from the end of
the Han dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE). Last, of all, it offered a
formula for bodily hygiene, chiefly by deep-breathing, leading up
to immortality by ascent to Heaven on the back of a white crane.
Its most useful word was ‘qi-energy’ which, being invisible, was
most susceptible to mystic handling. The application of this sort
of essence was practically universal, from the rays of a comet to
martial arts, deep-breathing, and sexual union, which was
sedulously practiced as an art in the cause of prolongation of
life. Daoism was, in short, the Chinese attempt of the ancients to
discover the mysteries of human nature and its environment.

A good many Buddhist monks and Daoist priests
who came from many far away provinces and countries, including
Japan, Thailand, and Korea, and who wandered from temple to temple,
were also called 'brothers of clouds and rivers.' It always was the
place of mists and cliffs piled up near the sky. Legends grew
dramatically in those gripping lands where rocks beetled over
abysses so deep that a poor traveler could fall, they said, for
almost a quarter of an hour straight without hitting bottom. Till
nowadays, ranging to left and right beneath the seven stars of the
Dipper, wanderers, and pilgrims hold their breath treading on a
path called Stone Bridge, which is like a dashing wave hanging in
the mountains as aura configuration of the Great Void (also known
as 'Heaven and Earth's breath'). It melts to form the valley
streams and brooks, congeals to form plenty of summits and slopes.
A stone beam spans two steep cliffs known as Shi-liang Waterfall,
the path of Stone Bridge, ranges from seven inches wide at the
narrowest and to about nineteen inches at the widest point. The
waterfall plummets a whole one hundred feet into a deep pool with a
thundering roar. The site is magnificent, but much composure and
surefootedness are required to walk across the beam. This path is
not several tens of paces long associated with the name of Xue Feng
who, at the critical crossing of Stone Bridge, took off from
individual paths and soared into the hyperspace of intellectual
transcendence of Zen Buddhism. Straddling heaven-vaulting suspended
stone-stair and overlooking the myriad-fathom cut-off dark-abyss --
every step is extremely slippery, while below it looks down on the
fathomless and rocky Tian-lao Gorge. We are here to trace Xue
Feng's free-spirited roving through the Great Void, ultimately
merging with the hidden attributes of Dao, the core of Daoism, to
find some enlightenment before we turn over the last page. It is
the dark outgrowth on steep shelves, the spirit-giving herb in the
thickets, the purple fungus fluorescent light in the secluded
caves, the whitish jade high on their peaks, sliced cliffs studded
throughout with gems. Lofty pine trees wriggle like mythical
green-blue dragons sent down by Heaven, and imaginary flame-red
phoenixes brought up in the bowels of mountains. Lines of tigers'
footprints seal their slopes; gods and spirits stand at their
sides; sages and deities guard their vast realms. At night they sit
in state accepting the homage of the other beasts and strange
critters which come to drink there in the gorge devoutly pillowing
their heads to lap up the cold and transparent water of the
mountain sources gushed out from the Yellow Spring hidden in the
deep mountains, blinking their fluorescent eyes.

There are mountain ranges rising and falling,
plains crisscrossing, rivers flowing long distance and boulders
scattering all over valleys like stars and constellations on the
Milky Way. Among them Cinnabar Mound, the ancient site of immortals
located thirty miles south of Ninghai County, on which an adherent
of the Dao, searching for immortality's delightful halls, can meet
the feathered and winged figures. The group of Five Peaks (Wuding)
and Flourishing Peak (Huading) and the site of Xiang-lin temple,
which stands about fifteen miles southwest of the Flourishing Peak,
and which stands in such a remote and out-of-the-way place that the
roads there are still so long and hard to trace. The Red Fort
Summit (Chichengshan), a rocky cliff rising perpendicularly several
hundred feet, locates just a few miles south of Tian-tai County and
is known as one of the 'Two Wonders' (the other is Shiliang
Waterfall that thunders in the south-western part of the range,
drifting in flight marks out of its path). The Red Fort Summit is
marked with horizontal strata, eroded in some cases into deep
caves, giving from a distance the appearance of the layered
cliff.

Thousands of pilgrims, old and young, men and
women, might be seen on the trail carrying sticks and yellow bags,
traveling nights and days to the sacred temples. Among them, the
spirit of jollity prevailed as it did in olden times, and tales
were told on the way like those old recorded. It provided them with
a chance to enjoy mountain scenery, for most Buddhist temples were
situated on high summits at scenic spots. It was the one little
pleasure the pilgrims and officials in retreat allowed themselves
in their usual humdrum everyday life. They arrived and put up in
what seemed to be hostel rooms, and had tea and gossiped with the
monks. The monks were polite conversationalists; they offered good
vegetarian dinners and reaped an enormous sum in their coffers. The
pilgrims then went home with freshened spirits and renewed energy
for their rigorous daily routine.

To enter the Tian-tai Mountains proper, most
pass through its southern portal, with Red Fort on their left.
Right away it hits you what a red mountain this seems. You have
just come through dusty Chichengshan town, lanes of red clay where
they have not yet paved, and at least two cuts through red
sandstone hills. Then you behold the Fort's dull-red face, with
red-walled cloisters and caves layered like Mawangdui's cells.
Geologically, Mount Red Fort differs from any other Tian-tai peaks;
only when you proceed north do you hit good solid granite. But all
throughout Tian-tai, you will observe more or less reddish dirt,
more ochre, where the local habitants have cultivated mountain
terraces, brighter red swatches from the iron oxides in eroded and
exposed patches. To stay at Red Fort meant to remain on this side
of the transcendental world, in two senses. Firstly, the physical
peak, the southern boundary of the Tian-tai range, lay well south
of the Stone Bridge that, to the founders and patriarchs of
Tian-tai sect and their heirs, symbolized a passage to
transcendence. Secondly, symbolically, from of old Red Fort was
always surrounded with the Daoist Arbiter of Destiny's Rampart, so,
in that sense, living at Red Fort meant remaining just on the
border of Celestial Enceinte.

In a way, Tian-tai reads as a very 'red
place,' from its peach-blossoms to its Red Fort, from the rose
clouds on its misty peaks to the red-capped cranes conveying its
immortal denizens from Heaven's Grotto to Celestial Palace. And
though on a pilgrim's visit one can see more pink azaleas and
lavender wisterias than peach-blossoms -- and the white-reddish
rhododendrons on the Flourishing Peak lie in bud, just waiting for
a few more warm days to burst open -- everyone will concur with
commonly red sign of the place -- the color of overwhelming desire
and lust.

And the Tian-tai sect represented an
interesting variation on this theme. Some believed in repression of
the passions, and others felt in naturalistic abandon, but Tian-tai
philosophy counseled moderation in all things. Take the question of
sexual desire in particular. There were two opposite views of
sexual ethics, one represented by orthodox Buddhism, which regarded
sex as the culmination of sin, the natural consequence of which is
asceticism. The other extreme was naturalism which glorified
virility, of which many inhabitants of monasteries and nunneries
were secret followers. The conflict between these points of view
gave them their restlessness of spirit.

For the fusion of feminine power represented
by lead and the masculine, by mercury, on the chemistry of the
human body, also known as making love internal breathing
techniques, the practitioners of this alchemy employ were rigorous
and unremitting, though highly disciplined in mastering the art of
sexual intercourse. The male permanently deferred ejaculation to
prevent the loss of vital Yang fluids, which, unlike the feminine's
(Yin), was limited and irreplaceable. Employing this unconsummated
sex the inner reservoir of the precious, life-prolonging essence,
drop by drop, was filled up. Called 'White Tiger and Green Dragon
Yoga,' this school was abhorrent even to some orthodox Daoists and
has died out as a result of suppression by the authorities, on the
one hand, and too much secrecy and clandestinity, on the other. For
there were dangers associated with its practice, poisoning
primarily. Attempting to transform the corruptible parts of their
natures, some monks resorted to the direct ingestion of lead and
mercury, small quantities at first, but gradually building up the
dosage as the body’s tolerance increased -- an alchemical
mithridatism. As the reader imagines, this had a disastrous effect
on the liver and, in fact, generally proved fatal. Nevertheless,
its adherents (survivors) pointed with a certain satisfaction to
the undeniable success of their technique in preserving the body in
the grave. And yet, who knows, is it so impossible to think that in
a ruined temple somewhere in a remote corner of the kingdom a pair
of ancient adepts with toothless and withered faces, but bright and
youthful eyes, are going at it, religiously and diligently
cultivating their 'bedchamber art,' in the hope of saving their
immortal souls? In this sense, Zen was an unconscious gesture of a
man in his battle with life, a form of revenge somewhat similar in
psychology to suicide, when life proved too cruelly superior. Many
beautiful and talented girls at the end of the Tang Dynasty took
the monastic vow through disappointment in love caused by those
catastrophic changes, and the first emperor of the Manchurian
Dynasty became a monk for the same reason.

It is good to mention here that Daoist
priests and sagely minded Zen monks in practice were among the most
prolific writers on the sexual part of human life. They explained
this by stating that if the act of joining the opposed Yin
(feminine) and Yang (masculine) is a beautiful moment when they go
beyond the wretched and miserable earthly existence, enjoying the
merger with the universe, it is undoubtedly a spiritual phenomenon
that must be researched and developed. For this reason, many
ordinary people have accused the monks and nuns of immorality. This
is based on the universal human delight taken in exposing all forms
of hypocrisy. It is natural and comfortable therefore to make
Casanovas of Zen monks, provided with witchcraft and secret
aphrodisiacs. There were actually cases, in certain parts of
Tian-tai where a nunnery was but a house of prostitution. But on
the whole, the charge was unfair, and most monks were good,
retiring, polite and well-behaved people who cultivated the
bedchamber art with sole responsibility in full secrecy; and any
Don Juan exploits were limited to transgressing individuals, and
were grossly exaggerated in novels for the outer effect. What's
more, this misjudgment was due to the failure to see the connection
between sex and religion. The monks have a higher chance to see
beautifully dressed women than any other class of people. The
practice of their faith, whether in private homes or in their
temples, brought them in daily contact with women who were
otherwise shut away from the public. Thanks to the Confucian
seclusion of women, the only unimpeachable pretext for women to
appear publicly was to go to the temples and burn incense. On the
first and fifteenth of every month, and on every festive occasion,
the Buddhist temple was the rendezvous of all the local beauties,
married or otherwise, dressed in their best. If any monk ate pork
on the sly, he might also be expected to indulge in occasional
irregularities. Add to this the fact that many monasteries were
exceptionally well endowed, and many monks had plenty of money to
spend, which was the cause of mischief in many cases that had come
to light in the afterward. They also invented many of the great
names and terms used to denote sexual intercourse, genital organs,
and other related things. For example, Clouds and Rain, Clouds and
Winds, Fog and Rain, Rapture of the Lodge for sexual intercourse;
Male Stem, Jade Stalk, Turtle's Head for penis; the Jade Gate, Jade
Pavilion, Secret Womanhood, Magic Field for female genital organs;
Pearl at the Jade Stupa, Precious Terrace for clitoris; Examination
Hall for vagina, and so forth. Such names clearly illustrate the
role of poetic imagination in their no-nonsense approach.

The mountains, rivers, lakes, forests,
groves, and flowers compose beautiful sceneries which are
magnificent and extraordinarily precipitous now quite like a young
virgin and now moved like a dragon, now higher than the seventh sky
and then deeper than the sea-pit, or like mountains and rivers in a
painting hang-scroll, or like ten thousand wild horses galloping
all together. These extraordinary mountains and rivers have
fostered generations of outstanding figures and always attracted
guests from all sides and corners of the world, leaving historical
and religious sites all over Tian-tai. Till today we may follow
this sacred mountain trails by tracing the poems and works of many
whose appreciation of the majestic Tian-tai sceneries is definite.
This is how one of the hermits, tarrying once in the deep
mountains, depicted the Tian-tai Range in his poem:

"Cinnabar Mound is high and afar,

Standing equal with the solemn clouds;

There are in mid-air the tops of Five Peaks—

Seen from afar they seem lower than they are.

The Wild Goose Pagoda towers up,

Exceeding the green and shield-like peak;

The Buddhist temple with its age-old walls—

All merging with the colors

Of the rainbow spectrum. Wind shakes up

The twigs on the knotted pine trees—

The Red Fort is awesomely elegant;

Fog spews out at mid-cliff—the pathway

To the grove of immortals is indistinct and stray.

Green-jade sky falls on a thousand peaks—

Each ten thousand feet high,

While creeping wisteria vines intertwine,

Chaining down all valleys, one by one."

This upland has always supplied the whole the
world if not with outstanding thinkers and poets (from of old there
was no distinction between these two categories of men), then
certainly with exquisite dreamers, or both poets and dreamers,
supplied them and been their refuge when the entire world turned
the face of displeasure and even hatred. Here, in far away and
secluded scenes, if you are very still and listen in the proper
spirit, you may hear the weird solo of a hermitical flute played by
some recluse. His skin is as ice and snow and whose loveliness is
like that of a maiden, and who eats not some sort of the five
grains but lives only on air moisture and dew; mounted on a flying
dragon he rides above the clouds and wanders beyond the four seas.
His spirit is such that by concentrating its power he can stay the
natural process of decay and ensure abundant harvests. As is
said,

"He who knows well how to live,

For a time of traveling the countryside,

Comes across no tigers or rhinoceroses on his way;

Upon entering a battle, he remains untouched by arms of
war."

The dragon in the east is a benevolent
mythical creature which is subdivided into three kinds: the flying
dragon, the water, and terrestrial ones, but the clouds are
considered to be the cradle for all of them. In fact, most variety
of dragons in the eastern pantheon of mythology provides them with
the massive benevolent features so long as, in most cases, their
positive (Yang) assistance is highly appreciated as an auspicious
sign -- dragons move in spiral motion whereas evil spirits can move
only in straight lines.

From olden times of the regional development,
the recluses who busied themselves in the Tian-tai Mountains with
these things were all interested in the problem of discovering a
remedy, which could release vital energy in such a way as to make
men immune against sickness and death. They lived there on dewdrops
and pinecones; they fed on the wind and vapor, and their minds were
as bright and still as a surface of the mountain lake. They were
open and very friendly. It seemed there was no fear, no anger, no
tension, and no dissatisfaction between them; no one was superior
or inferior to anyone else. Everything was bountiful, and everyone
enjoyed the providence predefined by an interaction of the high
heavens and low-lying vales. The sun and the moon sent gentle
light, the seasons were never harsh, the soil in the valleys and on
the terraces was, and the inhabitants were genuinely kind. The
deities blessed the land, and the hungry ghosts and evil spirits
never went near it. From time out of mind, this was the land the
legendary Yellow Emperor once visited in his dream. Hundreds of
poets of Tang-period and other dynasties left their traces and
inscriptions in Tian-tai, famous for fathomless scenic spots,
picturesque landscapes, and misty views sprung up from the breath
of heaven and earth. This desire to learn the secrets of Nature and
to use them for enjoying Yin-Yang relationship as much as possible
is an excellent example of how the moral principles and strict
rules of Buddhism were combined with Daoist paganism. After
learning in full the practical aspects of the matter, they could,
as much as possible, indulge in the satisfaction of natural
desires. This understanding of the opposite sides of human nature
and the need to reconcile them with each other has become an
integral part of the Tian-tai Buddhist sect.

These men wandered around beyond the material
things. They considered themselves as companions of the Creator and
walked around within the One Spirit of the universe. They looked
upon life as a large excrescence and upon death as the breaking of
a tumor. How could such people be concerned about the coming of
life and death or their sequence? They borrowed their forms from
the different elements, and took temporary abode in the
conventional ways, unconscious of their internal organs and
oblivious of their senses of hearing and vision. They went through
life backward and forwards as in a circle without beginning or end,
strolling forgetfully beyond the dust and dirt of mortality, and
wandering around with the affairs of precise acting, and leaving
aside any repentance or further ado. How should such men bustle
about the conventionalities of this world for ordinary people to
look at? Living as hermits on the peaks and in the secluded groves,
they were brought into close contact with nature, obtaining an
intimate knowledge of plants and minerals. Their thinking and view
of life were colored creatively by impressions of beauty gained
from nature at the sight of its mighty waterfalls, fast-flowing
streams, pure fountains and spring waters, fleeting rosy racks and
white clouds, variegated birds and striped beasts, thin air and
changing the scenery. None had a more intimate knowledge of the
properties of various herbs, plants, and fruits, and none was more
proficient in distinguishing nutritious and healing plants from
poisonous ones. Some of the most venerable and celebrated masters
lived entirely on herbs and vegetable food. As for plants, you
might suspect the rare Udumbara (Ficus racemosa) blossom, a symbol
of Buddhist enlightenment; monks built an Udumbara Terraces near
Stone Bridge; or, perhaps, the prized Lohan Tribute tea. But far
and away the most prominent plant in Tian-tai lore was the peach
blossom, a symbol of Daoist transcendence. With a variety of
ginseng called 'golden essence' they could taste 'golden rice,' the
sweetness of monkish cuisine, made with 'golden essence'; fresh
'yellow root,' also known as the earth-spirit root, tasted like
sweet ginger, which used to be found and collected in the beautiful
valleys of Tian-tai, and which the hermits served in place of tea,
as it was a very effective tonic. There also were 'lingzhi,' or
spirit-giving herb, and the 'he-sou' herb, which shape was
strikingly reminiscent of the human body and, therefore, was called
'manlike madder.' The well-known 'dufulin' (Smilax Chinensis) was
there too, which grew from two to three feet beneath the earth;
and, of course, two or three sorts of fern and pteridophyte plants
cropped there up as well. As is famously known from traditional
Chinese medicine, if the sour taste prevails over all the others,
the number of childbearing juices decreases; the predominance of
sweet taste oppresses the mind and reduces its receptivity to
pleasure. When the bitter taste prevails, the stomach hardens and
the spleen, the central organ, dries up. When the bitter taste
prevails over all others, the face becomes distorted, and the smell
of feminine secretion increases significantly. Therefore, it is
essential to support regularly the harmony of all the five
tastes.

What's more, the itinerant monks and hermits
did not confine themselves to the study of herbs, fruits, and
plants. From of old, they had also included the mineral kingdom in
their investigations. They claimed to have found that the decoction
of certain minerals’ combination was especially effective as pills,
or as an elixir of immortality. To live on a vegetarian diet, on
'pills of immortality' was considered as a proper fast and those
who observed it was given great honor and dignity. It could even be
noticed how those lean and ethereal-looking men gradually faded
away. The recipe for such a concoction was undoubtedly very
startling, and it wasn’t surprising that history mentioned several
men who succumbed soon after they had tried the cure. As an
instance, these were the following ingredients: cinnabar, arsenic,
alum, copper oxide, pulverized porcelain, and some others. Great
care and strict sequence had to be taken in the preparation: the
pot had to be of unique shape and size; the mixture had to be
continuously stirred for nine months, and must be given nine
different types of boiling.

Still, another method of longevity or,
instead, immortality was the astrological one. According to the
Daoist teachings, every person has access to and capacity for
intimate relationship with the divine worthies to whom Heaven has
entrusted the responsibility of being patrons for the human beings
living on earth. These worthies control the five-phase elements,
which are to constitute parts of every living being and depict
symbolically by the images of Wood, Metal, Fire, Water, and Earth.
Their exalted excellent features to run differently with various
energies are thought to have a residence on the planets, but they
may also be projected down to the respective places and individuals
on earth who belong to their particular domain. They also represent
the five primary colors, seasons, tastes, senses, sounds, smells,
and the four directions of the compass, plus the ultimate center.
The west conventionally harbors a white tiger, while azure dragon
belongs to the east; the north houses a black tortoise entwined
with a snake, but a heraldic animal of the south is a red bird.
While our account singled out one symbolic animal per site, in
truth, we simplified by selecting what seemed the most distinctive
critter. Zen monk Xue Feng usually gets painted leaning fondly on a
sleepy tigress; Zhi Yi, the founder of the Tian-tai sect with its
main temples and monasteries, Guo-qing and Xiang-lin, also got
credited with taming a tiger, and you can still find a 'Tame-tiger
Ridge' west of Mount Tian-tai. But for Tian-tai's most appropriate
zoological emblem you would have to choose the image of a crane,
or, more broadly, the range of cranes, wild geese, storks, and
swans, which serves as a flying steed for a wandering transcendent.
We have already seen many examples. Tian-tai still boasts a "White
Crane Town" northwest of Tong-bai town, the main street of which
bears the name of 'the Soaring Crane.' Besides, one can see signs
for the Soaring Crane paintings on the way up to Xiang-lin
temple.

By now the reader may excuse me for such a
tedious demonstration. However, he or she will want to keep in mind
the unique complex of plants, animals, and cultural features that
have helped each site to create its own unique numinous magic.

But let's assume you have got this far. You
have now found out a way to Tian-tai mountains; you arrive later in
the day, proving tactically astute if you don't know whether you
can expect a welcome in one of their numerous monasteries and
temples. In fact, it's always harder to turn away a supplicant when
the sun's sinking low. So, try to find a sympathetic-looking
Buddhist monk or a Daoist priest, introduce yourself as a Buddhist
or Daoist lay believer, and ask if you might spend a couple of
nights. Lucky beggar you are if you find a cell, hopefully, get a
pot of boiled water, and next day acquaint yourself with the temple
as diligently as you can. Besides, again, if lucky, you can become
a whole attentive audience, absorbing many local legends and
stories that are spewed forth by some talkative monks (especially
by some novices) as though from the horn of plenty.

 Chapter 2: Call
of Zen

When Xue Feng was a child, he was quite
slow-witted. In fact, he didn’t begin to talk until he was about
five years old. Subsequently, when the boy left home to become a
novice, he had great difficulty in reading sutras. He couldn’t
memorize anything. His first master told him, “You really are too
clumsy and stupid.” He also said that his karmic obstructions were
substantial and that only by prostrating five hundred times a day
to Guanyin Bodhisattva (whose name means Bodhisattva Who Hears the
Sounds of the World or, more straightforward, Great Compassion
Bodhisattva) could he succeed in removing them. Xue Feng did as his
master said for seven or eight months until one day his head felt
calm and serene. It seemed to have opened up, and everything that
had weighed him down for so long had been lifted. From that time on
he had no trouble memorizing and reciting verses from sutras. His
master said that this was the bodhisattva's responding to him. What
was more critical, Xue Feng strongly believed himself that this was
the case and, therefore, this function was purely mental in that
the bodhisattva had intervened and helped him.

The county where Xue Feng lived south of the
Yellow River was once prosperous, but it underwent a slow decline
at the end of the Southern Chen dynasty. By the time he was born,
the region was impoverished. He was born at night of the full moon
in the seventh lunar month when the late summer was in its final
blaze. The window of his mother’s room had been thrown open to
catch that fresh breath of coming fall. The old midwife grumbled at
this, but the healer who had been brought from the neighboring
village said it could do no harm. It was a relatively uncomplicated
delivery. Toward the end though something peculiar happened. As the
woman in childbirth lay in bed, propped up pillows struggling to
breathe, in the midst of a forceful contraction she called her
husband’s name. As she did, the light blinked and a fluttering
shadow crossed the bed -- a considerable bat which had flown in
through the open window was circling silently throughout the room.
The sight sent a chill through her whole body. In an instant, a
rare fragrance filled the room. A white beam from the sky linked
with the earth, and the trees in the nearest forest turned the
white tint. The birds chirped out noisily in joy.

Xue Feng was the youngest of four children.
His mother was already thirty-three years old when he was born. She
had no milk to nurse him with, and domestic animals’ milk was rare
there. Even female dogs were unable to produce milk to feed their
young. Animals were all emaciated. People also were malnourished.
It was not until Xue Feng was three that he learned to walk, and it
was not until he was five that he could speak with any facility.
Growing up, he then started to help his grandfather with his land
work. A few years later a local abbot was looking for two novices
to live at the temple. He was in some quandary as to how to find
his young monks. He prayed to the Buddha for guidance, and it was
indicated to him that he should look in a village south of his
temple. The monastery was north of the Yellow River, so the abbot
crossed to the side where Xue Feng’s family lived. Once passing
through the village, he saw the boy and asked his mother if she was
willing to let her son leave home.

She answered, “If he wants to become a monk,
it is up to him. Our family is impoverished. I’m afraid that if he
stays with us, he won’t have enough money to find himself a
wife.”

The abbot turned to the boy and asked, “How
would you like to become a monk, good boy?”

The kid didn’t have the foggiest idea what a
monk was or what a monk did. But somehow the idea appealed to him,
and he said, “Yes, I would like that.”

The abbot wrote the name and birthday in his
book and soon left.

About three months later one layman appeared
and said to the woman, “I am going to take your son now. I will
take him north of the river to become a novice.”

During those last months, the abbot on the
north side of the river had taken the date of Xue Feng’s birth and
put it before Guanyin Bodhisattva, entreating the image to reveal
whether the boy would be suitable for monkhood or not. He asked
three times, and all three times the answer was affirmative. When
the layman came to take Xue Feng to the temple, the boy had no
quite positive feeling about going. At last, he was ready to go.
This took his mother by surprise: “I thought you were kidding about
becoming a monk,” she said. But the next day he left with the
layman for the monastery.

As it has been mentioned previously, from the
very beginning Xue Feng (actually, this was his monastic name,
meaning 'Snow Peak') had a problem with the recitation of sutras,
especially mantras; so, he did five hundred prostrations to Guanyin
Bodhisattva each day. At first, he found this practice exhausting,
but after a short while, he realized that he could even do six
hundred prostrations in a few hours. In a few months, he also found
that his ability to memorize sutras, as well as his ability to
learn in general, had vastly improved. Soon he felt that reciting
was not enough. He wanted to understand more in-depth the meanings
contained in the scriptures.

Many of the names of Zen patriarchs reflect
the cold environment of the places where they practiced. Very
rarely do we find them associated with summertime. Winter and cold
symbolized by falling snow represent the spirit of Zen, whereas the
essence of summer is entirely different. In hot weather, it is
effortless to feel sleepy and dull-minded, while cold weather,
especially in the mountains, is perfect for those who are already
advanced in retreat practice. To give a few examples, one master’s
name was Snow Cavern; then there was Snow Ravine, Snow Cliff, Snow
Slope, and the like. These Zen masters sought out places where
there was a lot of snow. An old verse sounds like this:

"In the deep mountains—why it is so
cold?!

From ancient times it's so—not just this season.

The piled up peaks are clotted continuously with snow;

Secluded forest every day spews out thick mist.

All grasses start to grow here after the solar period

Of 'Bearded Grain,' in the fifth month, but leaves

Come down even before the Beginning of Fall.

Up here is a rover who has hopelessly lost his way

And who is staring into the distance but can’t see

The clearness and cloudlessness of the azure sky."

By unexpected good fortune, he was soon
able to hear one wandering sutra-exponent quoted from the
Mahaparinirvana Sutra, which assimilated to the principle teachings
of the Lotus Sutra. That quotation illuminated Xue Feng’s mind and
set his soul afire. Asking where he could learn more, he was
referred to Tian-tai Buddhist Sect, six hundred miles southeast of
his monastery. As he could find out some time later, that Xiang-lin
temple was located nearby Tian-tai County seat (the central area of
present-day Zhejiang Province that faces the East Sea on the east
and borders Wenzhou County in the south) on the south side of the
southern peak of Tian-tai mountain range, one hundred and twenty
miles south of Hangzhou. The novice-monk also found out that the
temple offered preaches on the sutras, and he requested his
master’s permission to attend. That other monastery required a kind
of entrance examination for those who wished to participate in the
sutra lectures. His master helped him write a petition -- that was
what he thought they wanted. As it turned out, a request was not
what they wanted at all -- an entirely different topic was
required, but they liked his short essay, and they thought that his
literary skills were quite excellent, so they accepted him
anyway.

As the reader can imagine, on both counts
Xiang-lin (Fragrant Forest) temple was well named. It was hidden in
a rocky nest of cliffs carved out of Tian-tai by the flows of
several streams, which raced down from the fathomless source high
somewhere up in the heavenly roof and for long ages past the
mountain. It was a retreat for those priests and monks who came
there leaving behind their attachments in the mundane world to
embark on the course of the arduous route back to the Dao or Dharma
-- a journey which traditionally is called 'Return to the Yellow
Spring.'

Tian-tai Buddhists and Daoists displayed a
notably syncretic spirit, even for sectarians. Tian-tai itself,
from the very beginning syncretic teaching, had particularly close
ties to the Pure Land salvationist devotion. When Xue Feng arrived
at the temple, the abbot by the name of Zhao Zhou came to greet
him, saying, “How can you, an uneducated novice, possibly hope to
attain Buddhahood?” He mocked.

Xue Feng answered him this way: “Though
people are distinguished as wise and silly, there is neither wisdom
nor stupidity in Buddha-nature. In physical appearance humble
novices and celebrated abbots may look different, but what
difference is there in their Buddha-nature?”

By way of response, the abbot sent him off to
the granary, where he was put to work hulling rice grains and
chopping up firewood. In fact, Xue Feng’s diligence let him grind
the grains alone instead of several monks who had arranged this
hardest job in the monastery with more than a hundred of its
inhabitants.

From the time when Xue Feng left
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