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The Register-Transmitting Ritual of the Celestial Master
Movement: A Critical Study of Dunhuang Manuscript S203

Pengzhi Lii
Institute of Religious Studies, Sichuan University

Dunhuang manuscript S203 is the oldest surviving source for the study of the ritual for
the transmission of elementary Zhengyi registers and the documents used in this ritual. The
manuscript includes the registers of generals one, ten, seventy-five, one hundred and fifty,
otherwise known as the “registers of the immortals and powers.” To date, no complete and
accurate transcription of the manuscript has been published and no in-depth study
conducted. This paper offers a thorough critical edition of the manuscript, and on the basis
of this edition it presents an analysis of the text.

S203 was very likely copied from the Zhengyi fawen dulu duzhi yi, a ritual text of the
Celestial Master Movement cited by Zhang Wanfu (fl. 712), in his Dongxuan lingbao
daoshi shou sandong jingjie falu zeri li (DZ1240). Therefore the heading “Du xianling lu
yi” that appears in the text must simply be a titular heading of one section of the manuscript.
With a view to understanding the manuscript’s historical background, this paper also
investigates the implication, function, and history of the registers of immortals and powers,
with reference to canonical and historical sources.

A large part of this paper is devoted to textual analysis and critical interpretation. The
manuscript can be divided into two parts, rituals and documents. The rituals took place over
the course of two days: notification took place on the first day and formal transmission on
the second. The documents used in the rituals fall into three categories, each with its own
literary style and intended purpose, namely, die (testimonials), ci (notices) and zhang
(petitions).

This paper will place manuscript S203 in the context of the early history of Taoist
ritual. It will show that the ritual described in the manuscript was clearly borrowed elements
from the Lingbao transmission ritual described in the Taishang dongxuan lingbao shoudu yi
(DZ528), though certain aspects of the ritual were changed in this borrowing. This
borrowing has taken place within the transmission rituals of all the other ordination ranks

since the Southern and Northern Dynasties (420-589). These rituals borrowed the overall
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procedure of their ancient Lingbao predecessors, but certain steps in the rituals were altered
to adapt for use for specific ordination ranks. Thus it can be seen that one basic trend in the
development of the early Taoist ritual was the adaptation and compilation of ancient
Lingbao ritual texts for various ordination ranks.

Finally, this paper dates manuscript S203 to the period between the Liu-Song (420-
479) and the Liang (502-557) of the Southern Dynasties. The manuscript must have been
compiled after the Taishang dongxuan lingbao shoudu yi but before the Shangqing jinzhen
yuhuang shangyuan jiutian zhenling sanbai liushi wu bu yuanlu (DZ1388). The Zhengyi
text Zhengyi fawen dulu duzhi yi, from which S203 was most likely copied, must have been
completed during the same period. The dating of this lost original provides new evidence

that the Zhengyi fawen corpus developed during the Southern and Northern Dynasties.

Keywords: Taoism, Celestial Master Movement, Zhengyi registers, registers of

immortals and powers, transmission ritual
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