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Journeying Ritual and Belief in Ch’in ‘Almanacs’
Tseng-kuei Liu
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

The Shuihudi Ch’in ‘almanacs’ include allusions to rituals associated with journeying.
Using these hints, augmented by archeological findings and traditionally transmitted
writings, I will in this article examine pre-Ch’in practices associated with journeying, such
as taboo days, beliefs asscoiated with directions, rituals for journeys, apotropaic practices
and reverence to spirit of the path. This analysis will help reveal this aspect of ancient
Chinese society.

Using a philological interpretive method to examine the unearthed documents, I will
present ancient rituals and beliefs associated with journeying. Besides clarifying and
correcting mistakes made by previous studies, this paper will focus on analyzing the
numerological basis for the sanctions and interdictions on journeys in the Almanacs. This
will demonstrae the influence of the notion of generation and destruction of the five-phases
on taboos related to journeying. For example, days correlated with water and metal were
suitable for journeying, while days correlated with earth were not. These taboos were based
on the notion that the spirit of the path was correlated with water and north, metal can
generate water, while earth blocks water. Further, taboos associated with journeys by land
and water differed. On land, the earth is teeming with dangers and obstacles, hence days
correlated with earth were tabooed; while in water, the dangers are wind and waves, hence
days correlated with water were tabooed. Analysis of this numerological scheme not only
aids our understanding of the unearthed documents, but clearly reveals the reasoning for
the taboos related to journeying, reflecting the motivations of ancient travellers.

In discussing ritual practices related to journeying, this article will examine apotropaic
methods and rites for setting out and those related to the journey itself. The traveller was to
embody Yu, and use Yu’s name to command the help of the spirit of the path. Yu himself
was not a spirit of the path, but those under Yu’s command were. I therefore will re-
examine the common historical notion that “Yu was a spirit of the path” and show it is
untenable. More importantly, I will show that the spirits of the path of the Almanacs,

namely “Constant Path” and “Great Constant Path” are unrelated to Yu. From the
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perspective of the sacrificial days correlated with the five phases, the suitability of metal
and water while proscribing earth, is compatible with the ancient scheme of “five
sacrifices” in which the spirit of the path was correlated with water and north. It is also

possible that this spirit is related to the “Great Elder of the Path” of the Shanhai jing.
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