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Images of Taoist Healers in
Early Medieval China:
A Preliminary Study based
on the Hagiographies of
Immortals

Fu-Shih Lin
Research Fellow, Institute of History and Philology
Academia Sinica

From the Hagiographies of Immortals (Shen-hsien chuan), we learn that many Taoist adepts were
depicted as great healersin early medieval China; their possession of medicinal preparations, instruments,
knowledge, techniques, and magical power to cure sickness was strongly emphasized. The episodes of healing
in the Hagiographies of Immortals indicates that a number of Taoists, owing to the success in healing their
clients illness, were respected and regarded as great religious masters. In fact, the medical activities and
healing arts were essential parts of early Taoist theories of immortality and beliefs in the immortals. Taoist
priests usually taught their followers that one should not be troubled by aging and sickness, which the
mundane pursuits of wealth and fame led to, for life was too short. They demanded their disciples to learn
and practice various Taoist methods to achieve immortality, especially the healing arts. As revealed in the
Hagiographies of Immortals, a Taoist, by means of medicine, not only could free oneself from sickness, which
was the first step to approach physical immortality, but also could cure other people's diseases to cumulate
meritsin order to fulfill the requirement to become an immortal.

The healing stories of the Hagiographies of |mmortals, hence, can not be simply regarded as religious
propaganda or fiction. Actually, people in early medieval China (ca. 2"%-6" Century AD) suffered from
incessant impact of severe plagues; they needed therapy and support, physically and psychologically. In such
a painful era, many Taoists were successful in attracting numerous adherents and disciples through their
medical practice. We may conclude, therefore, that depicting Taoists as healers in the Hagiographies of
Immortals was to record the Taoists' contributions to people’s health in early medieval China, and to

encour age Taoists to devoted themselvesto medical practice and convert peopleto accept Taoist beliefs.

Keywords: Taoism, Taoist, healing, healer, Hagiographies of Immortals



