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Geschichte einer spätantiken Religion, které bylo vydáno v češtině v roce 2010 
a poskytuje zřejmě nejpřehlednější dílo o gnózi v českém jazyce.38 Závěrem ne-
lze opominout dílo velikána české teologie, Petra Pokorného, Píseň o perle: taj-
né knihy starověkých gnostiků (1986)39, které bych vřele doporučil k prostudová-
ní každému zájemci o gnosticismus. Doporučuji, aby se čtenář nejdříve seznámil 
s gnózí prostřednictvím výše uvedených knih dostupných v češtině, a teprve poté se  
věnoval Quispelovým přednáškám vydaným v  knize Gnóze jako světové  
náboženství. Získá tak komplexnější pohled na tento důležitý náboženský feno-
mén. Quispelovy přednášky se bohužel věnují pouze několika aspektům gnos-
tického učení, byť zajímavým způsobem (např. prostřednictvím využívání citací 
z děl klasické literatury, snad pro dramatičtější efekt), které mohou probudit ve 
čtenáři zvědavost a zájem o bližší studium gnosticismu. 

38   �Kurt Rudolph, Gnóze: Podstata a dějiny náboženského směru pozdní antiky (Vyšehrad, 
2010).�

39   �Petr Pokorný, Píseň o perle: tajné knihy starověkých gnostiků (Vyšehrad, 1986).
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This monograph by Sheng Jiang (姜生 Jiāng Shēng, in Chinese name order), 
Chair Professor of History at Shandong University and a  leading authority on 
the history of early Daoism, is a partial English translation of his acclaimed Chi-
nese-language book Heritage of the Han Empire: Ghosts in Han China.2 The 
original Chinese work, the fruit of decades of research, was enthusiastically re-
ceived by the scholarly community and was even included in the highly prestig-
ious National Achievement Library of Philosophy and Social Sciences.

The book offers a concise yet thorough analysis of Daoism in the Han dynasty 
(202 BCE–220 CE). As the author argues (p. 1), the long Han period was trans-
formative for Daoism: it saw the growing prominence of Daoist ideas, especially 
the concept of immortality, within the imperial court and their integration into 
the official religious ecosystem; it also witnessed the first instance of imperial 
opposition to Daoism (under the Confucian-leaning Emperor Wu) and the first 
unification and consolidation of what had hitherto been a heterogeneous and only 
loosely organised movement into an institutionalised religion (with the founding 
of 天師道 Tiānshī dào, ‘the Way of the Celestial Masters,’ by 張道陵 Zhāng 
Dàolíng in 142 CE). In the final phase of the Han dynasty, Daoism found its most 
dramatic expression in the emergence of messianic sects rooted in Daoist tradi-
tion, such as 太平道 Tàipíng dào, ‘the Way of Great Peace’; these eventually 
contributed to the dynasty’s downfall.

Despite the complex and multifaceted nature of Daoism in the Han dynasty, 
the author distinguishes two main phases: the earlier pre-Zhāng Dàolíng state-
aligned Daoist orthodoxy, which he terms ‘Old Daoism of the Han Dynasty,’ 
and the later ‘subversive’ movements. The exact nature, beliefs, and practices of 
Old Daoism of the Han Dynasty have long been obscure; the monograph under 
review does much to shed light on this matter.

A central tenet of Old Daoism is that immortality is attained through postmor-
tem transformation (in other words, one must first undergo physical death and 
become a ghost [鬼 guǐ] before becoming an Immortal). This concept of death 
and immortality accounts for the distinctive features of Han tombs: “Han tombs 
were constructed,” the author explains, “in a specific spatiality to create a vessel 
for the transformation of life, not unlike a pottery kiln, a smelting furnace, or 
a mother’s womb” (p. 21). Conversely, the funerary culture of the Han dynasty 
can also yield valuable information about Daoist thought in that era; this is the 
central methodological premise of the author’s research.

The book opens with an introduction in which the author succinctly sets out 
the principal themes of the work: the role of Daoism in the Han dynasty, the tomb 
culture of the Han period, the idea of postmortem transformation in Daoism, and 
finally the methodological foundations of his research; he explains the value, 

2   漢帝國的遺產：漢鬼考 (Science Press, 2016).
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limitations, and interpretative potential of using the iconographic and material 
evidence found in Han tombs. He sees the chief advantage of such materials in 
their exceptional historical integrity: “they have not been modified or edited or 
transposed in any form through history, which means that they hold a very high 
degree of authenticity. Essentially, a tomb is a closed space that preserves docu-
mentation from a specific point in history” (p. 13).

The main body of the book is divided into two parts: the first, “Time and 
Space, Gods and Immortals” (chapters 1–3), addresses the depiction of basic 
symbols and figures in Han tombs; the second, “The Process of Immortal Trans-
formation” (chapters 4–6), traces representations of the process of postmortem 
transformation into an Immortal.

In the first chapter, “Time and Space in Han Tombs,” the author explores the 
symbols of the otherworldly realm of the Immortals as represented in Han tombs, 
including the Immortals’ cavern, “an alternate universe where anyone entering is 
transformed” (p. 28), often symbolised by the game of 六博 liùbó, whose board 
is itself a profound cosmological symbol and which also serves as an attribute 
of the Immortals. Other sections deal with various ‘countries of the Immortals,’ 
such as the Country of Those with Pierced Chests (穿胸國 Chuānxiōng guó), the 
Country of the Winged People (羽民國 Yǔmín guó) and the Country of Xuanyu-
an (軒轅之國 Xuānyuán zhī guó), with the very structure of the tomb chamber, 
conceived as a palace of refinement, and with specific symbols used in the deco-
rations, such as coins, owls, cypresses, fish, and wave patterns (which symbolise 
the waters of the underworld).

The second chapter, “Gods of Transformation,” considers depictions of gods, 
goddesses, and deified historical figures within the Daoist pantheon: the Queen 
Mother of the West, who frequently appears alongside Confucius’ disciple 子路 
Zǐlù; Laozi; 容成公 Róngchéng Gōng, ‘Master Rongcheng,’ who was revered 
as the patron of Daoist bedchamber arts; and 炎帝 Yándì, ‘the Fiery Emperor.’ 
Of particular interest are the therianthropic depictions of deities attested in Han 
tombs; for example, Laozi is shown with a bird’s beak. 

The third chapter, “The Immortal Pantheon,” analyses the depiction of Im-
mortals in Han-dynasty tombs, with particular emphasis on their moral virtue 
and martial valour as reflected in historical narratives; the author contrasts the 
underlying hierarchy in Old Daoism of the Han Dynasty with that found in lat-
er Daoism, especially in 陶弘景 Táo Hóngjǐng’s text 真誥 Zhēngào (499). Of 
particular interest is the author’s observation that in Old Daoism of the Han Dy-
nasty, martial prowess was regarded as no less meritorious than moral virtue, to 
the point that “even Emperor Jie of the Xia, otherwise described as a tyrant, was 
accepted because of his valor and bravery” (p. 93), while Táo Hóngjǐng, writing 
later, denies warriors a place among the Immortals because their military activi-
ties had cost many lives (p. 98). 
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While the first part of the book focuses on the structural elements of Dao-
ist thought, the second part, “The Process of Immortal Transformation,” traces 
the overall process of achieving immortality. The fourth chapter, “Stages on the 
Path,” outlines the individual phases of this process, taking the Mawangdui silk 
banner as its principal point of reference; the author, drawing on compelling 
parallels in classical texts, interprets its complex and much-discussed symbolism 
as “a systematic depiction of the process of attaining immortality after death” 
(p. 109).

The fifth and sixth chapters then turn to specific aspects of this process: the 
fifth, entitled “Divine Elixirs and Celestial Kitchens,” treats both the divine elix-
ir that transforms one into an Immortal and “food from the celestial kitchen, 
which allows the aspiring Daoist to live thousand years and enjoy the benefits 
of immortality” (p. 179); the sixth, entitled “Ascension Formalities,” examines 
two “necessary formalities” of the process of ascension to immortality: first, the 
ritual of honouring Laozi and receiving the scripture, which is usually depicted 
in Han tombs through a symbolic scene of Confucius’ legendary meeting with 
Laozi; second, the ritual journey to Mount Kunlun to pay homage to the Queen 
Mother of the West.

In the concluding section, the author situates the collected material relating to 
Old Daoism of the Han Dynasty within the overall ideological landscape of the 
era: he considers the interweaving of Confucianism and Daoism in the ideals of 
the Han period, as revealed by the structure of the Daoist pantheon, and high-
lights the importance of Han-dynasty Daoism in the formation of the Chinese 
spiritual and intellectual tradition.

As one would hope in a work that focuses on the analysis of pictorial material, 
the book is richly illustrated with reproductions of decorations from Han tombs, 
in the form of photographs, rubbings, and – where the photographs are indistinct 
because of the monument’s condition – ink drawings that reconstruct the original 
forms.

Overall, the monograph constitutes a  groundbreaking scholarly achieve-
ment; it not only fills existing gaps in our knowledge of Old Daoism of the Han 
Dynasty and clarifies its place in the development of Daoist thought, but also 
offers a thoughtful and rigorous methodological model for comparable studies 
of religious traditions elsewhere in the world whose surviving evidence is pre-
dominantly archaeological. This is the principal reason why the English edition, 
which brings this work to a global scholarly readership and makes it accessible 
to scholars who do not read Chinese, is to be warmly welcomed.




