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INTRODUCTION

The Masterpiece of a Warrior Metaphysician

JOSCELYN GODWIN

The Metaphysical Way is the first of Matgioi’s many books to appear in English translation.* In one sense, it is a landmark in the West’s discovery of Eastern philosophy, specifically Daoism (or Taoism). Secondly, it is a foundation stone of the modern Traditionalist current because of the crucial influence of Matgioi, and especially this work, on René Guénon. In a third sense, it contains a personal philosophy that some may find of lasting value and inspiration.

The Metaphysical Way takes its rise from the Yijing (Yiking or I Ching), the ancient Chinese “Book of Changes.” This is not a guide to that book, much less a manual for divination, but goes to the very basis of its conception. Matgioi concentrates on three features: the meaning of the straight versus the broken line; the first hexagram of six unbroken lines, visualized as the rise of the Dragon; and the four opening words of the ancient commentary. Legend ascribes the Yijing to the Chinese emperor Fuxi (Fohi or Fu Hsi), a figure so mythical that he is sometimes pictured as having snakes for legs. Matgioi regards him as representing a school of magi or sages, unbound to any century because their wisdom is as old as humanity itself. The Yijing crystallizes the “Primordial Tradition,” a first and truest insight into the nature of reality, from which the ancients deduced a practical philosophy applicable to all departments of life. Only in later and degenerate ages did they adapt it to the needs of the less gifted, first by inventing writing, then in the form of religions with their sacred books and institutions.

Matgioi was writing at the end of the nineteenth century for an intelligentsia disillusioned with religion, yet unsatisfied with the rank atheism and materialism that had become dogmatic in the sciences and, with Marxism, in politics. His experience in the Far East had brought him into contact with a “metaphysical way” that transcended both options. Its more immediate source was the Daodejing (or Tao Te Ching), attributed to the sage Laotseu (Lao Tzu or Laozi, fl. ca. 600 BCE), of which Matgioi made a new French version with the help of an Annamite* mandarin family. Under the dual influence of the Yijing and of Daoism, he then recast the primordial wisdom in modern language, resulting in the present book and its companion, The Rational Way.

The ancient texts have since received another century of scholarly and popular attention, and readers less interested in Matgioi’s interpretation can turn to Chapter 6, where his own metaphysical insights emerge. It is these later chapters that made a lasting impression on me fifty years ago, when some footnotes in the writings of René Guénon (1886–1951) aroused my curiosity. Since Matgioi is almost unknown in the Anglosphere, either under that pseudonym or his birth name of Albert de Pouvourville, I take this opportunity to introduce his life and works, which are not without interest on their own account.

Eugène Albert Puyou, comte de Pouvourville (7 August 1861–30 December 1939) owed his surname to a district in the south of Toulouse, and his inherited title to the family’s rise in the noblesse de robe, the high functionaries of Louis XIV’s court. Guy de Pouvourville (Albert’s cousin once removed) recorded what was known of his ancestry:

I first find a fifth great-grandfather, capitoul [chief magistrate] of Toulouse in 1695; his son, the fourth great-grandfather, royal counselor in the presidial seat of Toulouse; then his son, the third great-grandfather, who left Toulouse and never returned. He was an officer, received the Cross of Saint Louis, and married in Landau, then in French Alsace. His son, my second great-grandfather, 1770–1851, was also an officer. He emigrated in 1791, returned in 1801, and also married in Alsace. He settled in Mulhouse, where he lived and died, not at all rich, and, like his father, having the Saint Louis Cross as his only honor. My great-grandfather was a banker in Mulhouse. Prosperity seemed to be dawning for the family, but it crashed in 1870. Two of his sons were officers, Albert’s father [Théodore] and my grandfather.1

In 1860 Théodore de Pouvourville (1830–1921) married Alexandrine Jenny Perrotey de Jandin, and they had two children, Albert and René.2 The sons’ childhood was overshadowed by the Franco-Prussian war (1870), which left Alsace and part of Lorraine in German possession. Théodore had earned the Legion of Honor for his war service and was promoted to chief of staff of the second infantry division at Nancy, then lieutenant colonel of the 35th infantry regiment at Belfort. After the war he was instrumental in rebuilding the Grande Couronnée, the circuit of forts protecting Nancy, until on Bismarck’s orders the forts facing the German frontier had to be demolished. Albert reminisces: “During those tragic days I was a small child of twelve, but one who from his earliest days had heard talk of war, even in the cradle; who had learned to read in the daily orders of the imperial camp of Châlons, and shot at his first pistol targets with the arms of General Saussier.”3 Théodore lived to witness the next war at first hand. In August 1914, while the Germans advanced through Lorraine, the aged colonel refused to leave Nancy for a safer haven. The fortifications held, the Germans turned their attention elsewhere, and eight months later Albert observed that the town was “perhaps the best place in France.”4
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Returning to Albert’s youth, a different world opened when he entered secondary school (lycée) in Nancy and found among his classmates Maurice Barrès, Paul Adam, and Stanislas de Guaita.* Barrès (1862–1923) would become a famous novelist and politician. Adam (1862–1920) was scarcely less famous in his time as a novelist and promoter of the Symbolist movement. Guaita (1861–1897) was a major figure in the esoteric movements of the fin de siècle.

Together with a couple of others, the boys formed a coterie of cultural outsiders and aspiring poets, while Guaita led the way into more arcane domains. Barrès, in his preface to Guaita’s Au seuil du mystère (On the Threshold of the Mystery, 1915) recalls: “It is now thirty-five years since my friend and I were walking beside the Étang de Lindre under the low groves of oaks, talking of the occult sciences and problems of gnosis that beset his mind with an extraordinary force.”5

Albert graduated from the lycée with flying colors: a double baccalaureate in science and the humanities. After a period of law studies, he entered the military academy of Saint-Cyr, breeding-ground of France’s generals, graduating in 1883. His record mixes praise of his abilities with evidence for what Guy de Pouvourville calls “a scarcely credible insolence with regard to all administrations.” Albert’s father kept an eye on him, stationing him in his own former regiment at Nancy, from which the son repeatedly asked to be transferred. On the positive side, he was commended for his survey of the forested frontiers of Alsace, and for writing a report on the importance of the Vosges Mountains as frontier: regions that would see action in both world wars. But he was constantly in disciplinary trouble, and in April 1887 was decommissioned. On November 5 he joined the Foreign Legion as a simple soldier under a false name,* and in December 1887 he disembarked at Tonkin, the northern capital of French Indochina.†

Pouvourville’s first Annamite adventure was a five-month expedition up the Black River, from Hanoi almost to the Chinese frontier. Directed by Auguste Pavie (1847–1925), its purpose was pacification, surveying, and installing a primitive telegraph system. Thirty years later, when discretion was no longer necessary, Pouvourville described the dangers, diseases, and fatal accidents that beset the party in Chasseurs de pirates! . . . (Pirate Hunters), a narrative that rivals Joseph Conrad’s novels of colonial misadventure. On his return, he found that the Legion’s journal had reported him as dead: his trunks and effects had been sold, and it was difficult to get reinstated. That done, he spent the following months comfortably in Hanoi, constructing an enormous map of the sixteen chaus (districts) flanking the river, chatting with the Catholic Fathers, accompanying arias from Offenbach’s operettas, and reflecting on his experiences.6

He had arrived in the protectorate equipped with an elite education and a cultural depth that put him at odds with the majority of his colleagues and even some of his superiors. He gives credit where it is due, but on the whole his verdict is damning: that beside pervasive ignorance, greed, and egotism, every administrator, on arrival, sets out to demolish what his predecessor has done, while their masters in Paris dither and argue. In contrast, the “grave mandarins . . . who have been obeying the same laws ever since their race existed, and who learn their language in the primordial books, note that we cannot keep the same ideas or follow the same measures for a year on end; that for the six years they have known us, we have gone through more changes than China has since the Great Wall was built.”7

During the Black River expedition, Pouvourville had learned to use the colloquial language of his native company. Afterward, on meeting some of the “grave mandarins,” he began the serious study of the national language and its writing: “After eighteen months of daily and continuous effort, I was able to speak quite well, with the proper accent and turns of phrase. And by the end of three years, I was writing three thousand [Chinese] characters.”8 He also wrote his first Annamite book and had it printed in Haiphong on five-colored paper with Chinese designs woven in, and bound with string.9 First titled De l’autre côté du mur (From the Other Side of the Wall), the novel described the 1883 rebellion against the French by the Black Flag rebels, from the point of view of their leader Ong Luu. In later editions it was titled L’Annam sanglant (Bloody Annam). It is a superbly decadent work: glamorizing the rebel as a superior and spiritual being, combining luscious description with gruesome violence, and promoting opium as the panacea for all ills.

Before his term of duty was over, and now with the rank of sublieutenant, Pouvourville applied for another year’s service with the Legion, but was turned down in favor of other applicants eager for the pay and prospects of promotion. He left for France in December 1889. After a three-week stopover in Algiers, he was home by February 1890, and set to work on his first Annamite memoir, Le Tonkin actuel 1887–1890 (Present-day Tonkin). The book opens with a colorful account of the miseries and beauties that Indochina offers, both to the French “protectors” and to its indigenous inhabitants. It continues with an account of border campaigns and a summary of financial affairs, ending with an analysis of the colony’s problems and recommendations for their solution. The book was published by Albert Savine, a prolific Parisian house. According to Jean-Pierre Laurant, author of the groundbreaking 1982 monograph on Matgioi, it “shows an extraordinary spirit of independence and self-confidence, together with a remarkable knowledge of the country, both its language and its customs, considering the brevity of his stay.”10 Albert’s uncle, responding to his father’s concerns, advised anonymity, since the author had not asked his superiors’ permission to publish. He chose the Vietnamese pen name of Mat Gioi, literally “the face of the sky/heaven.” Later he would explain a triple symbolism, meaning on the physical plane, the Sun; on the intellectual plane, Great Knowledge; and on the spiritual plane, Absolute Truth.11

Pouvourville had fallen in love with Annam and, incidentally, with opium. This is how his lifelong habit began:

Hoping to find a little respite [from the nightly plague of insects], I tried smoking opium: and as I found it very helpful, that is when I began the “detestable” habit of smoking every evening. Unlike many of my comrades, I was happily able to keep it within proper limits, and I never smoked more than fourteen pipes a day: a dose that, whatever the puritans say, cannot cause any physical or moral debility.*12

Perhaps not coincidentally, he seems to have avoided sexual indulgence of any sort, for opium, he says, is an anti-aphrodisiac. In a later book, Le Cinquième bonheur (The Fifth Happiness, 1911), he praises the Annamite attitude to sex as merely the means of propagating male descendants who will continue the cult of the Ancestors: “Thus, all sexuality is abolished. And to the advantage of his intelligence and inner education, the man dispenses with the passionate longings, the time wasted in love, jealousy, and all the sentimentality in which, among the Whites, woman reigns exclusively.”13

For complicated reasons,14 Pouvourville now applied to the colonial Civil Service, and embarked from Marseilles on August 24, 1890. After stopovers in Ceylon and Saigon, he arrived in Hanoi on October 2. Soon after, he was summoned to the Residence to learn that a “misfortune” had occurred to the indigenous Civil Guard of Sontay: brigands had killed fifty of them, and the rest of the company had vanished. Would he take over? There was little competition for such a dangerous job. To their relief, he accepted and was appointed Inspector Second Class. On October 14 he left with sole responsibility for a company of a hundred Annamite guards, all “trembling like leaves,” and marched to the place of the massacre. No witnesses remained, only 300 brigands who had seized the military post and cut the main road to Sontay. Pouvourville stripped the surviving posts of men to bring up his numbers, and for three months was never off his horse until the last brigand was driven off the territory at bayonet point—or worse. Their leader, Doc Huynh, was condemned to death and decapitated on June 1, 1891.

After this success, Pouvourville rested in the Catholic Mission of Sontay, often visited by his friend and master Luat (see below). “It was at this moment that I conceived the project of confronting the Truths of East and West with one another, which are really only one—and I set out the first plan of La Voie métaphysique [The Metaphysical Way] and the La Voie rationnelle [The Rational Way].”15

Pouvourville left Indochina again on August 5, 1891, and was home in Nancy by mid-September. This leave produced a second book for Savine, Deux années de lutte, 1890–1891 (Two Years of Struggle): a full-length chronicle of campaigns against brigands, rebels, and other nuisances to the French administration, replete with advice on how the colony could be better managed. It is severe on the governors, on tolerance of the opium trade, and on the massive waste of money in operating a European-style army, whereas the native militias could do the job of pacification much more effectively. As one “more used to wielding the soldier’s saber than the administrator’s pen,” Mat Gioi urges “in all frankness and without self-interest that we should be employing political and almost always pacific means, while repressive force should only be used exceptionally to make a visible and terrible example.”16 With the impassivity that marked his character, he includes sickening eye-witness descriptions of such punishments.

Pouvourville left for the Far East for the third time in January 1892,17 and on March 17 was officially reintegrated as lieutenant in the First Foreign Regiment, stationed in Tonkin. Less is known of this tour, which may have been sponsored by the Ministry of Fine Arts.18 He was decommissioned on October 29 of the same year, leaving the army “under dubious conditions.”

If later he exaggerated the length of his service,* it is impressive that in barely three years, alongside his military duties, he could gather so much material for his many studies of the region.

There followed three more books on colonial policy published by Savine, and one on Indochinese art.19 The latter covers every genre from the great Cambodian temples to metalwork and lacquer, with a wealth of information on materials and techniques. It also deduces principles that accord with the Traditionalist doctrine of art, as represented later by A. K. Coomaraswamy, Titus Burckhardt, and others.20 As Matgioi (now written as a single word) describes it, there is none of Europe’s snobbish distinction between fine and applied arts, or between art and craft. Nor is any value placed on the artist’s identity—he is always anonymous—and even less on originality or competition, since the truths symbolized by art are perennial.21 For example, the human figures in Far Eastern sculpture do not represent individuals, but the higher and timeless “personality” that temporarily incarnates.22

While Matgioi’s work up to this point had claimed authority on all things military, political, and artistic regarding Indochina, he now spoke for the cultural, spiritual, and even occult aspects of the whole Far East, or as he put it, the Yellow Races. Paying almost no attention to Buddhism, he saw Daoism as the doorway to them, and moreover let it be known that he had been initiated into a Daoist secret society. According to his book about Daoism and the Chinese secret societies, they originated in Laotseu’s time (sixth century BCE), when his disciples became enemies of the established order. Much later, in the seventeenth century CE, all who resisted the imperial order of the Manchu invaders “took on this glorious name.”23 Daoism served as refuge for the secret societies because it is a religion with no public rites or paid hierarchy of priests. It regards “with disdainful pity the whole dynastic, military, aristocratic, oligarchic apparatus.”24 By Matgioi’s time, he says, “the mixture of disdainful mystics and the politically dissident [was] complete.”25

Massimo Introvigne, founder of the Center for Studies on New Religions (CESNUR), confirms this ambiguous nature of Chinese (and, by extension, Annamite) secret societies, at least from the seventeenth century up to the present.26 In their history of opposition to various oppressive powers, the societies spanned the whole range from mafialike racketeering to Masonic ritualism. Pouvourville, says Introvigne, had direct knowledge of the coexistence of politics, esotericism, and criminality within the same societies. What does that mean about his reputed initiation, and what was specifically Daoist about it?

Matgioi’s scheme describes three ascending degrees within Daoism, perhaps with an eye to the three degrees of Freemasonry:27

The tongsang teaches publicly in villages. His method is dogmatic, based on books.

The phutu leads communities, both cloistered and wandering. He reads the same books, but with a different attitude. He is essentially contemplative. Reflection, solitude, and ecstasy give him knowledge and command of the laws of Nature.

The phap has trained through solitary meditation but is active and errant. Completely detached from earth, he teaches through Platonic conversation adjusted to the student’s level. He knows the secrets of toxicology, chiromancy, phrenology, and especially the properties of psychotropic drugs.

This classification raises several questions, such as which degree is supposed to have been conferred in Matgioi’s Daoist initiation. In his novel Le Maître des sentences (The Master of Maxims, 1899), the title character mixes the worldly position of the tongsang with the methods and knowledge of the phap. Nor can the latter’s secrets be very well guarded, since Matgioi later revealed the names and nature of the Thirteen Secret Poisons (see below). Such quibbles, however, do not detract from a novel that could not have been written without some intense and often grueling experiences. It tells of two French soldiers, friends from youth, who after many adventures and near disasters are privileged to visit the Master, Nguyen Luat. He is a physician and village chief who by strength of character and wisdom maintains a paradisal enclave, insulated from all the unrest, banditry, and oppression of the region. His younger son Thang, who acts as interpreter, has been accepted into the French brigade, and the officers are welcomed as daily partakers in refreshments and philosophic conversation, dispensed in a haze of opium smoke. One of them describes his experience: “[H]is body was inert, but his lucid spirit took flight to the summits of intelligence, which reason only attains when carried on the wings of dream.”28 Luat’s teachings, however, are moral rather than metaphysical. At the end he enjoins the young men to “do good blindly and always, to repair the universal injustice in the midst of which you live; treat thanks and ingratitude with the same indifference.”29

The novel is probably an elaboration of Pouvourville’s actual relations with an influential Annamite family. On May 19, 1891, the father, Nguyen Van Luat, signed an authorization for his son Nguyen Van Cang to join the militia, and recommended him to the Frenchman’s personal care. According to Guy de Pouvourville, who inherited the document and had it translated, it is in classical Chinese with interpolations in Vietnamese script.30 Pouvourville preserved a photograph of Matgioi and Van Cang in which the officer looks formally off to the side, while the smooth-faced recruit slouches comfortably with his turban, cane, and Chinese sunhat: a privileged scion of the mandarin class. He would play more than one role in Matgioi’s later history.
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Years later Léon Champrenaud published an account that can only have come from Matgioi himself:

Matgioi saw his master regularly, almost every evening. The latter had recognized in his pupil a mentality particularly apt for the fruitful reception of his teachings. He set out to develop unconsciously, after the Chinese method, the latent spiritual faculties that would lead to the precise understanding of the sublimity of the texts, in which, centuries before, the elements of the Yellow wisdom had been consigned as expression of the total Truth. These theoretical instructions allowed the neophyte to receive, later, the illuminative Initiation, after his affiliation with the secret societies.31

Whatever actually happened in Indochina, its consequences for Matgioi’s esoteric career are undeniable. Jean-Pierre Laurant comments drily:

The ambiguity of this filiation was carefully cultivated by our new Taoist: the occultist public found there the proof of a Taoist initiatic transmission; the literary public, an extraordinary adventure; the colonial administration, an example of rapport with the traditional native authorities that was indeed quite a rarity.32

Matgioi then settled in Paris, the center of the French occult revival. Whereas his colonial studies and novels were published by standard Parisian houses, he now turned to Edmond Bailly (1850–1916), a composer, poet, publisher, and bookseller of broadly Theosophical outlook. Beside classical texts, Bailly published translations from Helena Blavatsky and Annie Besant; poetry by André Gide, Stéphane Mallarmé, Pierre Louÿs, Henry de Régnier, and many lesser lights; bibliophile editions with Symbolist illustrations by Félicien Rops, Odilon Redon, and Maurice Denis; and musical scores by Erik Satie and Claude Debussy.33 His bookshop near the Paris opera house hosted lectures, recitals, and sometimes séances, and anyone involved in esotericism—or merely interested in it—was liable to drop in.

Bailly’s monthly journal La Haute Science (1893–94), a “Documentary Review of the Esoteric Tradition and Religious Symbolism,” disdained the popular occultist press: witness its emblem of a siren by Félicien Rops and motto NON HIC PISCIS OMNIUM (“This isn’t everybody’s fish”).
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The first volume of La Haute Science contained philosophical classics and hard-to-find French works: translations from the Zohar, the Bridharanyaka Upanishad, Porphyry’s Cave of the Nymphs, the Ethiopian Apocalypse, the Chinese text The Invariable Middle, Iamblichus on the Mysteries, and among later authors Frédéric Portal’s Les Couleurs symboliques and Fabre d’Olivet’s La Cosmologie de Moïse. The January 1894 issue presented the “Tao de Lao-Tseu: Traduction exacte par Albert de Pouvourville (Matgioi).”34 This was a translation of the first thirty-seven paragraphs or chapters of the Daodejing. Later in the same year, Bailly’s journal published Le Tê de Lao-Tseu,35 a translation of the rest of the eighty-one chapters.* Matgioi included the following anecdote:

Having in hand the French paraphrase of Monsieur Julien, I initially had the idea of retranslating it literally into common Chinese to the doctor who was teaching me. He first smiled silently in the Oriental fashion, then became indignant and finally declared that the French must have been very hostile to the Asiatics if their scholars amused themselves by knowingly deforming the Chinese philosophers’ works, and turning them into grotesque fabulations, so as to raise a laugh from the French rabble.36

The translation itself is peppered with remarks on the errors of Stanislas Julien (1797–1873), a philologist and linguist of the highest eminence who had published his version of the Daodejing in 1842. This earned a disclaimer from the editor, Léon Deschamps: “We leave to Monsieur de Pouvourville the entire responsibility for his attacks, which moreover are in no way in the spirit of La Haute Science.”37

By the end of 1894, Bailly’s press had issued Le Tao de Lao-Tseu and Le Tê de Lao-Tseu in limited editions of 300 copies, under a series title of L’Esprit des races jaunes (The Spirit of the Yellow Races). They are presented as “Translated from the Chinese by Matgioi (Albert de Pouvourville),” with a prominent note that “The xuâtdoi Nguyen Van Cang, Hi, younger son of the thay-thuoc Nguyen The Duc, Luat, Tongsang of the Rite of Laotseu, has collaborated on the translation of the Dao, for the paraphrase of the sense [terme] of the characters.”
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These are transparently the mandarin who figured in Le Maître des sentences under the very name of Luat, and his son whose military induction was enabled by Matgioi in 1891.

Matgioi’s original translation has a scholarly appearance, with certain words ascribed to the oral tradition printed in brackets and italics. The problem of translating characters that denote not words but multivalent concepts is well illustrated by comparing the Matgioi–Van Cang version of a short chapter (no. 18) with the standard English translation of the same decade. One or the other has missed the whole point:

[Les hommes] qui pratiquent la Grande Voie ont la justice et l’humanité.

Pratiquant l’intelligence, ils ont le respect [les uns des autres].

[Mais] six hommes non unis ont l’égoïsme.

L’empire troublé et confus a des officiers Hoan.*38

When the Great Tao (Way or Method) ceased to be observed, benevolence and righteousness came into vogue.

(Then) appeared wisdom and shrewdness, and there ensued great hypocrisy.

When harmony no longer prevailed throughout the six kinships, filial sons found their manifestation; when the states and clans fell into disorder, loyal ministers appeared.39

Thirteen years later, when Matgioi included the Daodejing in La Voie rationnelle (1907), he revised it to read more smoothly and supplied notes and commentary, but the text remained substantially the same. It no longer named Van Cang, but stated that “the translation has been seen and approved in the Far East by the sages who hold the heritage of Taoist Science, and the son of one of them, who came to France for this very purpose, has collaborated up to the last day on our translation and on the commentaries and notes that follow it.”40 However, modern linguists perceive “gross errors” concerning the Chinese characters, precluding any idea of transmission within a formal organization. After mentioning this, Jean-Pierre Laurant summarizes: “Apparently, Matgioi, who had an elementary knowledge of classical Chinese, had had an unpunctuated Chinese text read by someone who did not understand it very well, but knew the Confucian commentaries and embroidered and glossed the whole thing.”41 Matgioi’s effort therefore takes its place in the reception history of the Daodejing, showing how it was understood and explicated by the learned classes of nineteenth-century Annam, then given to a Francophone public avid for Eastern wisdom.

La Haute Science ceased publication after its second year (1894), having proved too highbrow to retain subscribers. Matgioi turned to the longstanding journal L’Initiation, run by Stanislas de Guaita’s friend Papus (Dr. Gérard Encausse, 1865–1916). From June 1894 to January 1895, under the pseudonym of “MoGd,” Matgioi expounded “The Seven Elements of Man and Chinese Pathogeny,”42 illustrating with eleven hand-drawn diagrams how different conditions such as sleep, cholera, epilepsy, or death affect the material, psychic, and spiritual elements that make up the human being.

These, too, were collected in book form and joined the series of L’Esprit des races jaunes, whose other volumes were on “Opium: Its Practical Use,” “Quandzgu’s Treatise on Errant Influences,” and “Taoism and the Chinese Secret Societies.”43

The treatise on opium argues for the safety and benefits of its use, and that it is far less tiring and depressive than ether, absinthe, or alcohol. However, the smoker must be practical, intelligent, and aware that opium offers three possible effects: soporific (also called hedonistic), excitant, or toxic. He must choose which he desires—usually the first—and ensure that the opium is correspondingly prepared. Each effect is caused by a different blend of alkaloids, which Matgioi analyzes in chemical terms. The first effect requires boiling the opium in alcohol to eliminate the papaverine and the thebaine. The residue contains only morphine and perhaps codeine (irrelevant to the hedonist). Taken thus, Matgioi assures us, opium is an absolute protection against cholera, dysentery, sunstroke, hunger, thirst, and much more: in short, “truly a celestial gift.”44
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Quangdzu’s treatise on “errant influences” belongs to the exoteric side of Daoism, being a Dantesque description of the after-death state, full of punishments, demons, and rebirths as pigs or buffalo. Like its Christian and Muslim counterparts, it seems intended to scare believers into good behavior. Van Cang is again credited with helping Matgioi translate it from the Chinese, but the many questioning footnotes show that neither found it an easy task. Matgioi excuses it by explaining that this apparent hell is, in reality, “the point
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