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This appendix includes a selection of the most common and important gods, 
goddesses, Buddhas, bodhisattvas, ancestors, and spirits that one can find in reli-
gious sites across China. For each major religion, I present the most important 
deities of the pantheon as people would encounter them in a temple or other 
sacred space. Of course, there are many other deities presented in temples across 
China; yet, these are some of the most common of the range of deities – which 
ultimately cover all aspects of people’s physical and spiritual lives.

Animistic ideas (referring to the idea of having or expecting mutually recip-
rocal relationships of respect, gift-exchange, and communication; see Harvey 
2013) in China stem at least as far back as the proto-Daoist text, the Zhuāngzi 
庄子, from around 300 BCE, the first seven, inner chapters of which scholars 
think were written by Zhuāng Zhōu 庄周 (c. 369 BCE – c. 286 BCE). This text 
explains ideas about carefree living, naturalness, and relativity of perceptions, and 
Zhuāngzi seems to attempt to get people to recognize that they live in a multi-
species symbiotic community in which each aspect is in relationship and that each 
deserves respect. The Zhuāngzi continues to be a widely-read and influential 
book among contemporary Chinese readers.

Other popular literary texts include religiously-informed animistic ideas as 
well. Journey to the West (Xı̄yóujì 西游记), The Investiture of the Gods (Fēngshén 
Yǎnyì 封神演义), Dream of the Red Chamber (Hónglóu mèng 红楼梦), and the 
Water Margin (Shuı̌hǔ zhuàn 水浒传; aka., Outlaws of the Marsh), all contain 
examples of some natural phenomenon such as a rock, animal, or flower, which 
has absorbed the essence of the cosmos for so long that it becomes a spirit being 
and chooses to incarnate in the human world to experience life in a human form. 
These texts also include stories of immortals and popular deities that illustrate 
and influence the religious ideas and practices of ordinary Chinese people.

Chinese laypeople search for deities and spirits who will respond to their prayer 
requests and who will help them improve their destiny, and the statues of these 
deities and spirits have human faces that help people relate to them and with them. 
We can also see this phenomenon in the Daoist conception of the divine realm 
as a celestial bureaucracy. Patterned on the traditional model of government, this 
celestial bureaucracy installed the Jade Emperor (Yùhuáng 玉皇) in the supreme 
position and includes a wide range of deities of nature, each of which is in charge 
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of maintaining harmony in one component of the cosmic or earthy realm. The 
Jade Emperor resides in the North Star, as this is the only place in the heavens 
that does not seem to move throughout the year – the North Star stays still, while 
the other stars and constellations revolve around it. Naturally, the Daoists thought 
that this was the center of the universe, and the highest deity should have his 
palace there. Under him are his ‘cabinet,’ which includes the Director of Destiny, 
the Director of Health, the Director of Fertility, the Director of Agriculture, and 
many others, all the way down to the local Earth Gods. Daoist temples typically 
have shrine halls dedicated to these important figures. Yao and Zhao explain some 
additional examples of China’s animistic tendencies when they write:

Celestial bodies such as the sun, the moon, the five planets (Mercury, Venus, 
Mars, Jupiter and Saturn), and the 28 constellations are believed to be gods/
goddesses themselves, for example, and are the sites where these gods or 
goddesses reside; climate phenomena such as wind, thunder, lightning, and 
rain are in the same way believed to be controlled or carried out by gods or 
goddesses. There are also a huge number of terrestrial deities, such as the 
site[s] of the earth god (tŭ dì 土地); the town god (chéng huáng 城皇, the 
prime god in a town or city where a temple would be dedicated to him); 
gods of the four directions (sì fāng shén 四方神); gods of earth and grains 
(shè jì 社稷); goddesses or gods of rivers (hé shén 河神); gods of mountains 
or hills (shān shén 山神); finally there are animal spirits, tree gods, and flower 
goddesses. Others are not easily classifiable either as celestial or terrestrial 
deities, such as the god for each of the 60 years which form a cycle, the 
dragon kings of the four seas or the ten kings of [the underworld].

(Yao and Zhao 2010, 152; characters and tones added)

As part of these interactions, laypeople make offerings of incense, candles, 
food, and money to the other-than-human persons in their lives (i.e., deities and 
ancestors) with the hope that they will reciprocate and answer their prayers.

Traditionally, most Chinese people were peasant farmers, and their most 
important deities were agricultural in orientation, such as: the God to Drive Away 
Locusts, the God of Insects, the God of Grains, the various Dragon Kings (who 
oversaw the rains and waters), the God of Silkworms, and the local Earth God. 
Rural peasants continue to pray to deities such as these to help them have a good 
harvest with abundant crops, to avoid droughts and floods, and to avoid typical 
types of problems that they encounter during the growing season.

Local devotees generally know some information about temple deity images, 
symbols, and the stories associated with them; however, when asked about who 
certain deities are and what their special powers are supposed to be, a rather large 
percentage of people with whom I spoke were unable to tell me anything – even 
though they had just lit incense and bowed to the statue. In many cases, the peo-
ple replied that the specific deity does not matter as long as one is showing respect 
and reverence to the divine as a whole. There are a variety of reasons why I might 
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have gotten this type of answer during my research, including: I did not know the 
people before asking them questions, they were concerned that I might be a mis-
sionary, or a Party member might be watching and could misinterpret the inter-
action between an American and a Chinese person discussing religion. Speaking 
with typical temple-goers for a longer time (and explaining my research project to 
them) before asking questions about their knowledge of the divine, I sometimes 
found that laypeople knew more than they originally admitted. It seems that 
everyone with whom I spoke knew something about religion – whether a general 
concept of the pantheon (i.e., the complete family of deities), a little knowledge 
of Buddhist or Daoist teachings and ideals, or some idea of karma – but they all 
knew proper ways of interacting with the divine and ancestors through lighting 
incense and prostration.

Unless the person is a devotee of the particular deity/being, I find that few 
people admit to knowing many details of any but the most common of these 
beings. For example, over the years I have spoken with many people in the Lama 
Temple (Yōnghégōng 雍和宫; lit., ‘Temple of Harmony’) in Bĕijı̄ng, which con-
tains statues of many Tibetan Buddhist bodhisattvas and deities, and few people 
knew the names or functions of any but the most well-known ones – even though 
they lit incense and bowed in respect to them.

In large part I think this is the case because people do not read the signs and 
plaques posted outside most shrine halls. These signs, though, tell about the 
history of the shrine hall and the deity within. Generally, they discuss when the 
shrine was first built and how many times it has been rebuilt or restored, the vari-
ous names that the shrine hall has used throughout its history, and the names and 
characteristics of the deity statue(s) housed within the shrine. Often the signs also 
indicate the expected powers of the shrine’s deity.

Fig. App. 2.1  Local Artist Carves New Deity Statue at Maoshān, Near Nanjı̄ng.  
© Shawn Arthur 2008.
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Afterlife Buddha (Buddhism): According to Buddhist tradition, the bodhisattva 
(lit. ‘awakening being’) Ksitigarbha, the Bodhisattva of the Great Vow, also known 
as Dìzàng 地藏 (Jizō 地蔵 in Japan; lit., ‘earth womb’), vowed to help people 
who are suffering in their afterlives. Chinese Buddhism integrated some ideas 
from Daoism and folk religion in China to imagine an afterlife of punishment 
for people who did bad things while alive. However, unlike the Christian notion 
of eternal punishment, the Chinese afterlife only punishes the person accord-
ing to their bad deeds in order to work off their accumulated bad karma. There 
are numerous spirit beings that oversee these punishments, and although they 
look like the Christian concepts of devils and demons with their horns and large 
teeth, according to Buddhist teachings, these beings actually help people work 
off negative karma so they can be reborn as human (the only state in which nor-
mal people can achieve ‘awakening’); thus, these are not demons, they are merely 
ugly spirit beings who scare dead people into avoiding making negative karma in 
their future lives. When the punishment is complete, the deceased person’s ener-
getic essence either is reborn without all of the negative karma of their previous 
life, or they go on to a more pleasant afterlife (much as with Greek concepts of 
the afterlife). Tradition claims that Dìzàng, whose image generally shows a bald 
monk with a halo, a staff, and a wish-fulfilling jewel (that illuminates the dark-
ness), helps to alleviate people’s suffering in the afterlife in order to hasten their 
reincarnation. He is especially attentive to deceased children. Chinese Buddhists 
think that he mainly lives on Mt. Jı̆uhuá 九华山 in Ānhuı̄ Province, and people 
built an extensive temple complex for him there.

Fig. App. 2.2  Dìzàng, Ksitigarbha, the Bodhisattva Who Travels to the Underworld 
to Save People From Suffering. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Fig. App. 2.3  Sculptural Example of Afterlife Punishments, in Judiciary Hall, Pingyao, 
China. (© Shawn Arthur 2008)

Fig. App. 2.4  Sculptural Example of Afterlife Punishments, in Judiciary Hall, Pingyao, 
China. (© Shawn Arthur 2008)

Fig. App. 2.5  Jiu Ku, Daoist Deity in Charge of Afterlife Affairs. (© Shawn Arthur 
2013)
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The sign in front of Jiu Ku’s shrine in Fig. App. 2.5 reads: “This deity hall 
enshrines Taiyi Jiuku Tianzun 太乙救苦天尊 who is the Celestial Lord of Savior 
[sic]. He reigns over all the deities in the Daoist realm of nether world. With a 
merciful heart, he saves all souls of the dead, absolves people from all kinds of sin, 
and enables the souls to see the light and get reincarnation. His birthday is on 
[the eleventh of the eleventh] of the lunar calendar.”

Agricultural deities (folk religions and Daoism): Historically, the majority of 
Chinese people have been peasant farmers, and they have prayed to a variety of 
agricultural deities that suit their immediate needs. Often placed near ancestral 
altars, rural peasants built and maintained shrines to ‘Soil and Grain’ (Shèjì 社稷), 
or the deities of soil and grain – which can also imply the State in general. Simi-
larly, shrines to the Earth God (Tǔdìgōng 土地公; lit., ‘Duke of Soil and Ground’) 
and his wife Queen of the Earth (Hòutǔ 后土; also known as ‘Empress Mother 
Earth,’ Dìmǔ Niángniáng 地母娘娘) were very common before the Cultural 
Revolution. Some people have rebuilt them in mainland China, and they remain 
common throughout Taiwan. These earth deities function as tutelary deities for 
people and their local communities, meaning that their jobs are to guard and 
protect the local area from harmful spirits and hungry ghosts, while also working 
to ensure productive harvests.

Historically, people across China did (or paid local Daoist priests to do) rituals 
to drive out bad weather phenomena as lead by deities such as the Thunder God 
(Léishén 雷神 or Léigōng 雷公, the ‘Duke of Thunder’), his wife the Lightning 
Mother (Diànmǔ 电母), and the Drought Goddess (Nǚbá 女魃, or Hànbá 旱魃). 
Farmers, especially, performed (or paid for) rituals to get rid of such forces and to 
ensure the proper kinds of rain to nourish crops. They then would call upon the 
Master of Rain (Yŭshı̄ 雨师) or the Dragon Kings (lóngwáng 龙王) – who func-
tion as Rain Gods – to feed their crops. People in the drought-prone northern 
parts of China seem to rely more heavily on the various Dragon Kings, although 
their worship is often limited only to times of drought (Chau 2006, 79, 121; also 
see Dragons).

Other important agricultural deities include:

• Emperor Yan, the Flame Emperor (Yán Dì 炎帝), who is thought to be the 
mythical sage-ruler who brought agriculture to China;

• the Divine Farmer (Shénnóng 神农), who legends claim invented farm 
equipment for better agriculture, and who taught people to collect herbs 
and plants for healing;

• the Silkworm Deity (Cánshén 蚕神), who is married to the Silkworm Mother 
(Cánmǔ 蚕母), who, according to tradition, discovered sericulture (raising 
silkworms to produce silk) and then invented the loom in the twenty-seventh 
century BCE;

• the Insect Deity or Insect King (Bālà 八蜡, lit., ‘eight harvests;’ or Chóng-
wáng 虫王), the deity who is called for driving away locusts; and

• Sun Deities and Moon Goddesses (see Moon Goddesses).
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An additional example of what we know about people’s interests in dealing 
with their uncontrollable world comes from examining the celestial bureaucracy, 
or the way that Daoists, over time, developed ideas about the organization of 
China’s various deities based on their needs and the needs of their supporters. 
Bĕijı̄ng’s well-known Daoist Eastern Mountain Temple (Dōngyuèmiào 东岳庙; 
referring to the deity of the Easternmost sacred mountain for Daoism, Mount 
Tài, Tàishān 泰山), which is a temple of Celestial Masters Daoism (Tiānshı̄ dào  
天师道), has shrines for seventy-six departments of the celestial bureaucracy. Most 
of these departments deal with ensuring people act with morality and that they 
receive justice, but the remainder of the departments indicate agricultural and 
peasant concerns, such as:

• the Department of the True Official Earth Gods (Zhēnguān tǔdì sı̄ 真官土 

地司),
• the Aquatic Animal Department (Shuı̆zú sı̄ 水族司),
• the Mammal Birth Department (Tāishēng sı̄ 胎生司),
• the Department of Mountain Gods (Shānshén sı̄ 山神司),
• the Department of Wind Gods (Fēngbó sı̄ 风伯司),
• the Department for Wandering Ghosts (Wúzhŭ gūhún sı̄ 无主孤魂司),
• the Department of Grain Gods (Shèjì sı̄ 社稷司),
• the Department of River Gods (Shuı̆fŭ sı̄ 水府司; lit., ‘River Official’s 

Department’),
• the Plague-Performing Department (Xíngwēnyì sı̄ 行瘟疫司),
• the Department of Rain Gods (Xíngyŭ dìfēn sı̄ 行雨地分司), and
• the Department for Raising Descendants (Zı̆sūn sı̄ 子孙司; lit., ‘Department 

for Sons and Grandsons’).

Interestingly, some of these departments also focus on morality and responsi-
bility for one’s actions. For example, the function of the Mammal Birth Depart-
ment is not only to ensure healthy herds of animals but, according to the sign in 
front of the shrine, it also “is to place those souls who have committed during 
their lifetimes an equal amount of good deeds and evil deeds into a mid-range 
rank which is a mammal rank as a warning to those who fail to accomplish good 
deeds.” Additionally, according to the sign by the Plague-Performing Depart-
ment shrine, “Plague is a kind of disease that will bring threat and disasters to 
people. Ancient people considered that gods performed plague upon people as 
punishment, and so they created an imaginary divinity that controls pest and 
plague. Daoist creed holds that as long as people perform good deeds instead 
of evil deeds and thereby keep a great spirit, they can successfully ward off pest 
and plague.” Contemporary Chinese people visiting this temple indicated little 
concern for an impending plague, and some people with whom I spoke said that 
people in urban areas like Bĕijı̄ng show little concern for agricultural deities even 
though the area has bad weather.
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Fig. App. 2.6  Deity in Charge of the Aquatic Animal Department and his Assistants. 
Eastern Mountain Daoist Temple, Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

The shrine sign below Fig. App. 2.6 says: “’Aquatic Animal’ refers to animals 
living in the rivers, in the lakes, and in the seas. Daoism preaches caring about 
living beings [and] refraining from harming them or else there will be infliction 
of punishment upon the wrong-doers.”

Fig. App. 2.7  Mammal Birth Department. Eastern Mountain Daoist Temple, Beijing. 
(© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.8  Mammal Birth Department. Eastern Mountain Daoist Temple, Beijing. 
(© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Fig. App. 2.9  Mountain Gods Department. Eastern Mountain Daoist Temple,  
Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.10  Mountain Gods Department. Eastern Mountain Daoist Temple,  
Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

The sign for this shrine (Fig. App. 2.10) says: “Mountain ranges provide abun-
dant supplies of livelihood as well as sources of danger for mankind that seek 
protection and blessings from mountain gods. As each mountain has its own 
characteristics, it has its own divinities. A headquarters is needed to give direction 
to a multitude of Mountain gods.”

Fig. App. 2.11  Wind Gods Department Shrine. Eastern Mountain Daoist Temple, 
Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.12  Members of the Wind Gods Department, Eastern Mountain Daoist 
Temple, Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

The Wind Gods Department Shrine (Fig. App. 2.12) sign says: “Wind is a 
source of benefit as well as calamity for Man and yet it is beyond Man’s control. 
Thus, ancient people worshipped the wind and Man’s offspring tend to personify 
it. Out of sheer imagination based on that personification, Man shapes its image 
and its divine characteristics.”

Āmítuófó (Buddhism): Āmítuófó 阿米铜佛, the Buddha of Light and Life (from 
the Sanskrit Amitābha; also known as Amida in Japan), is particularly important 
to Pure Land Buddhism (Jìngtŭjzōng 淨土宗). People call upon Āmítuófó in 
times of danger, distress, or near death, and they experience this Buddha com-
ing to assist them. The tradition claims that if one calls out his name near death, 
then the person will be reborn in a Pure Land, or Western Paradise, where there 
is no suffering. In the Pure Land, the reborn person can learn Buddhist teachings 
and become awakened without the difficulties of living a regular life. Āmítuófó 
and the Pure Land School seems to be the most popular of all Buddhist schools 
among Chinese laypeople – especially those who are unable to devote a great deal 
of time and effort to become awakened on their own.
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Fig. App. 2.13 The Buddha of Light and Life.

Astrological/Astronomical deities (Daoism and folk religions; see also Three Star 
Gods): There are two sets of astrological deities that have significant importance 
in Chinese religions. First are the twelve zodiac animals associated with the vari-
ous Earthly Branches in the Stems and Branches calendar system (see Chapter 6).  
Laypeople visit Daoist and folk temples to venerate their birth year’s animal as 
well as the animal of the current year (which becomes especially important in 
years where the two animals do not traditionally get along). People generally rub, 
tie prayer ribbons, or hang charms in front of the animal(s) in question.

Second, many Daoist temples contain an astrological hall with the Mother of 
the Dipper (Dòumŭ 斗母) – also known as the Mother of Heaven (Tiānmŭ 天母), 
the Mother of the Way (Dàomŭ 道母), and Marici Bodhisattva (Molizhitian Pusa  
摩利支天菩萨) according to Buddhists – who is the female, generative principle 
of the cosmos.1 She is one of the few Daoist deities to have multiple arms and 
faces. As the mother of the cosmos, her shrines claim that she gave birth to each 
of the sixty deities of the sexagesimal cycle, the sun, the moon, the planets (Mer-
cury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn), as well as the recognized twenty-
eight constellations. Even if they are not interested in Daoism, many laypeople 
will visit Daoist temples around their birthdays to pay reverence to the deity of 
their birth year and the deity of the current year.
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Fig. App. 2.14  Laozi Surrounded by the Astrological Animals. (© Shawn Arthur 
2009)

Fig. App. 2.15  The Twelve Astrological Animals with Prayer Ribbons. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.16  The Mother of the Dipper at the Center of Her Shrine Hall, Sur-
rounded by the Deities of the Sixty-Year Cycle. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.17 Some of the Deities of the Sixty-Year Cycle. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Fig. App. 2.18  Two Deities of the Sixty-Year Cycle with Prayer Plaques. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2008)

Avalokiteshvara (Buddhism; see Guānyı̄n)

Bhaisajyaguru (see Medicine Deities)

Bìxiá Yuánjūn (see Primordial Goddess of the Blue Dawn)

Buddhas and Bodhisattvas (Buddhism): Unlike earlier Indian forms of Bud-
dhism, China’s Mahayāna Buddhism includes quite a number of Buddhas  
(fó 佛; lit., ‘awakened ones’) and bodhisattvas (pútísàduǒ 菩提萨埵 or púsà 菩
萨; lit. ‘awakening beings’) – neither of whom quite match up to deity (shén 神) 
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status, although many laypeople consider the Buddha to be a deity. The main 
Buddha, known as ‘Grandfather Old Buddha’ (Lăofóyé 老佛爷 or Fózŭ 佛祖) and 
‘Shakyamuni’ (Shìjiāmóuní 释迦牟尼; lit., ‘the Sage of the Shakya Clan’), is the 
awakened person of Siddhartha Gautama who began Buddhism in India in the 
fifth century BCE. In China and Korea people celebrate the Buddha’s birthday 
on the eighth day of the fourth lunar month (usually April or May on Western 
Calendars).

Because Mahayāna Buddhism, which emerged in the first century BCE, incorpo-
rated and actively welcomed lay participants in ways that earlier Buddhism did not, 
Chinese Buddhism includes numerous figures in addition to the Buddha himself 
who supposedly help people alleviate their suffering – the main goal of Buddhism. 
As laypeople began to ask questions that were not familiar to monastic traditions 
and the laity brought other religious ideas and practices with them to Buddhism, 
the tradition changed dramatically and divided into a variety of schools that created 
and adopted a wide range of interpretations of Buddhist teachings, while also intro-
ducing Indian religious concepts to China and East Asia (such as reincarnation and 
karma). Mahayāna Buddhism expanded the Buddhist worldview to include multi-
ple universes, multiple Buddhas, heavenly realms without suffering, and multiple 
levels of afterlife punishment corresponding to a person’s bad deeds during life.

The Mahayāna tradition also introduced the idea of ‘bodhisattvas’ who are 
Buddhist practitioners working toward and/or achieving the Buddhist goal of 
nirvana (lit., ‘to extinguish (suffering)’) and returning life after life to assist oth-
ers. Since helping others produces good karma, the idea of celestial bodhisattvas 
emerged, who laypeople expect to be able to help anyone in need by transferring 
some of their good karma to the suffering person. Some of the many Buddhas 
and bodhisattvas include:

• Amitābha, the Buddha of Light and Life (see Āmítuófó)
• Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of Compassion (see Guānyı̄n)
• Bhaisajyaguru, the Medicine Buddha (see Medicine Deities)
• Cundı̄ (Zhŭntí púsà 準提菩薩; Zhǔntí Fómǔ 準提佛母; lit., ‘Extreme Purity’), 

also known as the Mother of the Seven Million Buddhas, takes away all bad 
karma since she is the embodiment of awakening. Each of her eighteen arms 
symbolizes one aspect of the skillful means to awakening.

• Four Heavenly Kings (Fēngtiáo Yǔshùn 风调雨顺, lit., ‘Favorable Climate’; 
or Sìdà Tiānwáng 四大天王, lit., ‘Four Great Heavenly Kings’). They are 
guardians of the four cardinal directions.

• Guānyı̄n, the Goddess of Mercy (see Guānyı̄n)
• Ksitigarbha, Dìzàng, the Bodhisattva of the Great Vow (see Afterlife Buddha)
• Maitreya (see Future Buddha)
• Mañjuśrı̄, the Bodhisattva of Wisdom (see Mañjuśrı̄)
• Samantabhadra, the Bodhisattva of Virtuous Practice (see Samantabhadra)
• Sangharama, the Protector Bodhisattva of Monasteries (see Guāndì)
• Tāra (Dùmŭ 度母; lit., ‘Mother of Tolerance). This is a set of bodhisattvas in 

Tibetan Buddhism that symbolizes deliverance from suffering and dangerous 
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situations, deliverance into the Buddhist path, and the virtues of diligent 
effort (Purna 1997).

• Vajrapāni (Jı̄ngāngshǒu 金剛手, lit., ‘Vajra in his hand’) is the protector 
bodhisattva who manifests the Buddha’s power (to see through illusion and 
to end suffering), which is symbolized by the vajra (lit., ‘diamond’ or ‘thun-
derbolt’) he holds.

Fig. App. 2.19  The Buddha’s Awakening as Part of His Life Story Told in Carved 
Semi-Precious Stones. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Fig. App. 2.20 A Gilded Buddha. (© Shawn Arthur 2009)
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Fig. App. 2.21  Laypeople Chanting with Buddhist Monks, Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 
2013)

Fig. App. 2.22  Ornate Gilded Shrine and Altar for the Buddha. (© Shawn Arthur 
2010)
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Fig. App. 2.23  A God of Wealth Next to Guanyin in a Buddhist Temple. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.24  A Tibetan Buddhist Shop with Deity Statues for Sale. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.25  The Three Bodies of the Buddha: Physical, Doctrinal, and Bliss. (© 
Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.26  The World’s Largest Buddha at Leshan in Sichuan Province. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.27  The World’s Largest Buddha at Leshan in Sichuan Province. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2013)
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Celestial Deities (see Astrological/Astronomical Deities and Star Gods)

CHÁNG’É (see Moon Goddesses)

City Deities (Folk religions): Historically, each city had its own protector and 
overseer (i.e., tutelary) deity, the City God (Chénghuángshén 城隍神; lit., ‘the 
deity of the walls and moat’), whose job it is to direct recently departed ‘souls’ to 
the afterlife, to protect the village or city against wandering hungry ghosts, and 
to intervene with the agricultural deities to ensure enough rain and a productive 
harvest.

Fig. App. 2.28 Shanghai City God Statue. (© Shawn Arthur 2009)

Confucius (Confucianism): Confucius, or more accurately Master Kŏng (Kŏngzi 
孔子) or Kŏng Qiū 孔丘, lived from 551 to 479 BCE in the eastern state of Lŭ 
鲁 during the Spring and Autumn Period (771–476 BCE). During his life, he 
revised the way that people read some of the classic texts of the earlier parts 
of the Zhoū dynasty, and he advocated the development of schools to provide 
access to education for everyone and the maintenance of a harmonious society. As 
such, he is venerated as an ancestor of education and culture across China, with 
official titles such as Exalted King of Culture (Wénxuān wáng 文宣王), Great 
Completer Ultimate Sage Exalted First Teacher of Culture (Dàchéng Zhìshèng 
Xiānshı̄ Kŏngzi 大成至聖先市孔子). Much as during the times of the civil service 
examination system (1313–1905), students still visit Confucian temples to ask 
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for assistance on important exams. Formal ceremonies continue to be held on his 
birthday, September 28.

Fig. App. 2.29  Statue of Confucius Surrounded by Prayer Plaques, Kongzi Miao, 
Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Fig. App. 2.30  Ancestor Plaque for Confucius, Kongzi Miao, Beijing. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.31  Park Statue Illustrating Traditional Practice of Children Venerating 
Their Elders. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Dì (see Heaven)

Dìzàng (Buddhism; see Afterlife Buddha)

Door Deities (Folk religions): The custom of placing images of Door/Gate Gods 
(ménshén 门神) on the gates of religious temples, imperial palaces, and people’s 
homes began in ancient China as a way to ensure protection of the place from 
ghosts and malevolent beings. People use many different pairs and single images 
of tutelary deities, often based on literature and famous military generals. Because 
of ancient stories about ghosts entering and exiting the underworld from a large 
peach tree, and being fed to tigers if they misbehaved, images of the guardians 
and tigers, as well as the use of peach wood on doors and gates now serve the 
purpose of protecting these entranceways. People replace these images at New 
Years’ time per custom (Yao and Zhao 2010, 121–22; Wei 2010, 22–24).
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Fig. App. 2.32 Daoist Door Guardian Deities. (© Shawn Arthur 2004)

Fig. App. 2.33 Buddhist Door Guardian Deities. (© Shawn Arthur 2008)

Dòumŭ (see Astrological/Astronomical Deities)

Dragons (Folk religions and Daoism): Chinese mythology and religion includes 
many different types of dragons (lóng 龙) and dragon-kings (lóngwáng 龙王), 
from the five-toed imperial dragons to the three- and four-toed common drag-
ons, from earth-based dragons important to fēngshuı̆ practitioners to water-drag-
ons that people pray to during the dry and rainy seasons because of their expected 
agrarian abilities to control the rains. Dragon kings are popular protector deities 
that are allied with Daoism, but are not official parts of the Daoist pantheon 
(Chau 2006, 224; see Appendix 1).

Earth Deities (Folk religions): The Earth God (Tŭshén 土神) or Lord of the 
Land (Tŭdìgōng 土地公) – whose wife is known as the Earth Queen (Hòutǔshén  
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后土神), the Lady of the Deep Earth (Hòutǔ Niángniáng 厚土娘娘) or the Earth 
Mother (Demǔ 地母) – protects villages and cemeteries when locals ‘feed’ him 
with rice, fruit, flowers, and incense. Similar to the City God, the Earth Deities 
protect villages and rural areas.

 

Fig. App. 2.34 Earth God Shrine. (© Shawn Arthur 2007)

Education/Literature Deities (Confucianism, Daoism; see also Confucius): In 
addition to Confucius, the Daoist tradition recognizes the God of Learning (a.k.a., 
the God of Letters and Exams, or Wénchāng Dìjūn 文昌帝君; lit., ‘Supreme Deity 
of Flourishing Culture’) and the God of Exams, ‘Chief Star’ (Kuíxı̄ng 魁星),  
as deities associated with learning and education. Laypeople across China visit 
shrines to these to figures when they need writing inspiration, exam assistance, 
and blessings for getting into good high schools and universities.

Fig. App. 2.35 A Shrine to the Daoist God of Learning. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.36  ‘Chief Star’ Kuixing, God of Exams, Depicted Standing on a Turtle 
and Holding a Ladle (Referring to the Big Dipper). (© Shawn Arthur 
2004)

Eight Immortals (Daoism): The Eight Immortals (Bāxiān 八仙; see fig. 5.11) 
are a legendary group of perfected Daoist men and women who originated as 
famous Daoist persons and became an integral part of Chinese culture as figures 
representing happiness, health, auspiciousness, longevity, and morality. The Eight 
Immortals and the implements that they carry are each symbols of good fortune. 
They are particularly auspicious because they illustrate how regular people can 
attract the attention of the divine by being moral individuals and by dealing with 
injustice using calmness and compassion.

Fig. App. 2.37  The Eight Immortals Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals 
Temple in Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Fig. App. 2.38  The Eight Immortals in Tile in the Buddhist Pilgrimage Site Wutai 
Shan. (© Shawn Arthur 2004)

Lǚ Dòngbı̄n 吕洞宾 (or Lǚ the Cavern Guest; b. 796 CE), the group’s leader, 
was a scholar and poet of the Táng dynasty. Images show him wearing scholar’s 
robes, carrying a sword that subdues monsters and gets rid of malevolence, and 
having an immortality gourd tied at his waist.

Fig. App. 2.39  Lu Dongbin Painted onto a Rafter at the Daoist Temple on Mt. Li 
outside Xi’an City. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Zhōnglí Quán 钟离权 (b. c. 1st-2nd c. BCE) is a large man who has wispy hair 
and a few long beard hairs and who wears his robe open to expose his chest and 
belly. Usually shown laughing and happy, he carries a large fan that can resurrect 
the dead and change small rocks into gold and silver, and he often has a wine 
glass in hand.

Fig. App. 2.40  Zhongli Quan Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals Temple in 
Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Lı̆ Tiĕguăi 李铁拐 (or Iron-crutch Lı̆) has the form of an old beggar with a 
lame leg, so he walks with an iron crutch. He carries an immortality gourd, whose 
elixir he uses to cure the poor and sick, and in which he has a palace where he 
sleeps at night.

Fig. App. 2.41  Li Tieguai Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals Temple in 
Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Cáo Guójiù 曹国舅 is thought to be the ‘Imperial Brother-In-Law’ to Emperor 
Rénzōng 仁宗 (1010–1063 CE). Cao wears the robes and hat of an official, and 
he holds a jade tablet or clapper that can purify the environment. People regard 
him as the patron saint of the theater arts.
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Fig. App. 2.42  Cao Guojiu Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals Temple in 
Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Lán Căihé 蓝采和 is an ambiguous and androgynous figure, whose age and sex 
are not clear. Lán typically carries a flower basket that has magical powers. Stories 
claim that Lán had been drinking heavily when he/she became an immortal and 
flew into the heavens on a crane or swan.

Fig. App. 2.43  Lan Caihe (on Left) Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals 
Temple in Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Zhāng Guŏ Lăo 张果老 (or Elder Zhāng Guŏ; c. 7th-8th c. CE) is an eccentric 
figure who loves wine-making and wine-drinking. Emblematic of his lack of wor-
ries, he often rides his white donkey while facing backwards because he assumes 
that he will get to where he needs to be. When not riding, Zhāng shrinks the 
animal so it will fit into his pocket. He also carries a fish-drum that can predict 
the future.
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Fig. App. 2.44  Zhang Guolao Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals Temple 
in Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Hán Xiāng Zi 韩湘子 (or Master Hán Xiāng) is the patron saint of flutists since 
he carries and plays a magical flute that can make everything grow.

Fig. App. 2.45  Han Xiangzi Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals Temple in 
Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Hé Xiāngū 何仙姑 (or Immortal Woman Hé) is the only obvious female of the 
group. She carries a large lotus flower that helps with self-cultivation by improv-
ing people’s mental and physical health.

Fig. App. 2.46  He Xianggu Painted onto a Rafter at the Eight Immortals Temple in 
Xi’an. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Fig. App. 2.47 He Xianggu Painted onto a Wall. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Fertility Deities (see Mother Goddesses)

Fortune Deity (see Three Star Gods)

The Future Buddha (Buddhism): Maitreya Buddha (Dàdù mílèfó 大肚弥勒佛; 
lit., ‘the Big Bellied, Full Force Buddha), i.e., the monk with the bag, the large 
belly, and the large smile. The original Indian teaching was that Maitreya was 
supposed to come to earth when the current Buddha’s teachings were completely 
forgotten. However, as this figure was brought to China, he became associated 
with a ninth century travelling monk who showed great tolerance and whose bag 
never seemed to fill completely. When he died, people began to recognize him as 
Maitreya, who then symbolized hopes for the future awakening of everyone (Jin 
2005, 101; Yao and Zhao 2010, 80).

Fig. App. 2.48  Shrine to the Future Buddha at Leshan in Sichuan. (© Shawn Arthur 
2009)
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Fúxı̄ and Nǚwā (Folk religions): According to mythological tradition, Chinese 
civilization began with Nǚwā 女媧 (the matron of earth), who created humans, 
and her consort Fúxı̄ 伏羲 (the patron of heaven; c. 2852 BCE), who taught the 
first humans to hunt, fish, and write.

Guāndì/Guāngōng/Guānyú (Folk religions, Daoism, and Buddhism): Guānyú 
关羽 (?160–220 CE), also known as Duke Guān (Guāngōng 关公) and the Mili-
tary God of Wealth (Wŭcái shén 武财神), was one of the heroes of the Three King-
doms period (220–265 CE) due to stories of his loyalty, courage, and honesty, 
such as those found in the fourteenth century historical fiction The Romance of 
the Three Kingdoms (Sānguó yǎnyì 三国演义; Yao and Zhao 2010, 147; Feng 
2011, 99). Traditionally, statues and images show him as a red-faced warrior with 
a long, full beard and carrying his ‘Green Dragon Crescent Blade.’ Interestingly, 
legends state that he does not bless warriors going into battle; rather, he helps 
those who follow moral codes of brotherhood and righteousness. Because of his 
importance to Chinese culture, Daoists have given him the title ‘Lord Emperor 
Guān’ (Gūanshèngdìjūn 关圣帝君 or Guāndì 关帝, ‘Emperor Guān) and Bud-
dhists call him Sangharama Bodhisattva (Qíelán Púsà 伽蓝菩萨; lit., Protector of 
the ‘Community Garden,’ i.e. Monastery).

Fig. App. 2.49 Small Shrine to Guandi in a Buddhist Temple. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Guanyin (Buddhism): This Bodhisattva of Compassion/Goddess of Mercy is one of 
the most widely worshipped figures in Buddhism across India, Tibet, Sri Lanka, 
China, and Southeast Asia. Originally, Avalokiteshvara, this male bodhisattva/
deity transformed in late-ninth-century China into a female deity named Guanyin 
观音 (lit., She Who ‘Sees and Hears’ People’s Sufferings; or Guānshìyı̄n 观世

音, She Who ‘Sees and Hears the World’s’ Lamentations), who helps people 
regardless of gender or class. In China, tradition holds that this ideally genderless 
bodhisattva resides on Mt. Pŭtuó 普陀山 in Zhèjiāng Province. Legends say that 
she asked Avalokiteshvara for additional assistance for helping all of the people in 
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need, and he eventually gave her one thousand arms and eyes so that she can help 
multiple people at the same time. Images of her thousand-armed form indicate 
to people that she is capable of much more than a being with only two arms and 
eyes. In some temples, her shrines have signs that indicate she is a world savior 
figure (possibly as a deliberate attempt to counteract the encroachment of Chris-
tianity and Islam into China). This is the most common female figure in Bud-
dhism, which traditionally has many male deities (Yao and Zhao 2010, 162–63; 
Woo 2006, 229–30).

Fig. App. 2.50  Shrine to Guanyin with Lay Worshipers in Mazu Temple in Tianjin.  
(© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.51 Guanyin at the Base of Mount Tai. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Fig. App. 2.52  Dark Bronze Guanyin Statue Surrounded by a Fish Tank with Goldfish 
for Her Altar. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.53  Thousand-Armed Guanyin in Manjusri Temple, Chengdu. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2009)

Heaven (folk religions; see also Jade Emperor): The idea of ‘Heaven’ (tiān 天) 
originally referred to a cosmic force (the ‘Will of Heaven’; tiānmìng 天命 or 
tiānyì 天意) that reacted to earthly actions of people and local rulers by rewarding 
good and causing natural disasters for inharmonious actions such as corruption, 
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war, and greed on the part of rulers and their subjects. During the Shāng 商  
dynasty (c. 1600–1046 BCE), rulers developed the idea of a ‘High Deity’ 
(Shàngdì 上帝) who they thought was in charge of the universe and everything 
that happens in it. As the following dynasty, the Zhōu 周 (c. 1046–256 BCE), 
took over, Zhōu rulers and philosophers began to think that there is no way that 
a single high deity could control everything because there was just too much for 
one deity to do. Zhōu thinkers returned to a polytheistic worldview that included 
many deities, each in control of one part of the cosmos and earth.

In contemporary China, most religious groups include multiple deities; 
however, some groups such as Protestant Christianity and the currently illegal 
Yı̄guàndào 一贯道 (lit., ‘Consistent Way’) use the term Shàngdì 上帝 to name 
their high deity since dì is a title that expresses dominance over everything under 
Heaven. However, the Jade Emperor (see Jade Emperor) is popularly called the 
‘God of Heaven’ (lăotiānyè 老天爷) or just ‘Heaven’ (tiān 天), and this inter-
changeable aspect of his names/titles indicates his supremacy in the minds of lay-
people (Yao and Zhao 2010, 155). During New Year’s celebrations, many Daoist 
temples and homes display an image of the ‘Heavenly Official’ (tiānguān 天官)  
as a symbol of auspiciousness. He is pictured as an official surrounded by five 
boys – each holding an auspicious symbol and often the message ‘The Heavenly 
Official Bestows Good Fortunes’ (tiānguān cìfú 天官赐福; Shu and Bian 2012, 
141–43).

Household Deities (folk religions): Traditionally, people worshipped many dif-
ferent deities of the home; however, this has decreased dramatically as a result of 
the Cultural Revolution and its outlawing of religion and so-called superstitious 
activities. In more rural areas, the worship of and interaction with household dei-
ties is having a resurgence, and there seems to be a specific group of deities that 
people include; however, there is no uniformity across regions or homes. Accord-
ing to Yao and Zhao’s research (2010, 119–21), the most popular deities that 
people worship at home include the more general deities who protect everyone:

• the Jade Emperor (see Jade Emperor);
• the Buddha (see Buddhas and Bodhisttvas); the Supreme Old Master (see 

Lăozi);
• the Sage (see Confucius);
• the Earth God (see Earth God);
• Guanyin (see Guanyin); and/or
• the Money God (see Money God).

The other set of popular household deities includes those deities who are more 
specific to the home, which include:

• the Household Ruler (Hùzhŭ 户主), the Family Ruler (Jiāzhŭ 家主), or the 
Site Ruler (Dìzhŭ 地主) – who is the main deity of the household and who 
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protects the family and deals with the spiritual well-being of those people 
who live in the home;

• the Kitchen God (see Kitchen God);
• the Well God (Jı̄ngshén 井神), who protects the family’s water resources;
• the Bed God (Chuángshén 床神); and/or
• the Door Gods (see Door Gods).

With their choice of these deities, people often will hang images or merely the 
deity’s name(s) written on red paper above, or have small statues on, a small altar 
through which they can attempt to communicate with the divine using the same 
types of worship and offering rituals that they would use in a temple setting.

Huángdì (See Yellow Emperor)

Jade Emperor (Daoism and Folk Religions): The Great Jade Emperor (Yŭhuáng 
dàdì 玉皇大帝) is a representation of the highest deity in the Daoist pantheon 
in human form. Unlike Western religions that claim that humans are created fol-
lowing God’s image, Chinese religions such as Daoism make the claim that the 
divine realm likely looks like the human’s realm, since the human realm has been 
inspired by the divine realm. Therefore, because humans had a complex bureau-
cracy with a human emperor (for over two millennia), the deity realm likely also 
has a bureaucratic structure with a main deity at the top: the Jade Emperor. Since 
jade is a precious stone to the Chinese (and the world), and it represents purity, 
the Chinese understand that the highest deity is the Jade Emperor. He resides in 
the Northern (Big) Dipper, and his birthday celebration is the ninth day of the first 
lunar month (Yao and Zhao 2010, 100–101, 155). If a person acts morally, the 
Jade Emperor may add days, months, or even years to the person’s lifespan; while 
acting immorally will impel him to decrease the person’s lifespan dramatically.

Fig. App. 2.54 Small Jade Emperor Shrine. (© Shawn Arthur 2008)
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Kitchen God (Confucian and Folk religions; see also Household Deities): 
Zàoshén 灶神 or Zàojūn 灶君, the Kitchen God or the Hearth Deity – along with 
his wife – is the master of the household deities. The Kitchen God’s job is to lis-
ten to all of the family discussions that happen in the kitchen, and to travel on the 
twenty-third day of the twelfth lunar month to report all of the actions, discus-
sions, and misdeeds that the family had for the year to the Jade Emperor, who will 
reward or punish them accordingly. Because of this, many people follow tradition 
in feeding the Kitchen God good foods, honey, and/or sticky candy to make him 
say good things or to keep him from being able to speak at all. The Kitchen God 
is one of the most important folk deities because food is such a central part of life 
for most Chinese families.

Ksitigarbha (see Afterlife Buddha)

Lăozi (Daoism): Lăozi 老子, the ‘Old Master(s),’ more formally known in his 
deified form as the ‘Most High Lord Lăo’ (Tàishāng Lăojūn 太上老君), is a well-
known cultural figure from China’s history. Originally attributed as Lăo Dān 老
旦, a court archivist from the Zhōu dynasty who wrote the famous book, The 
Classic of the Way and its Power (Dàodéjı̄ng 道德经), scholars now know that 
this text was written by multiple people over a century or so. However, the Most 
High Lord Lăo has appeared to a range of institutionalized Daoists, and they 
claim he has provided visions of how to create a peaceful, harmonious world, 
without war and strife.

Fig. App. 2.55  Multi-Story Laozi at Maoshan Outside Nanjing. (© Shawn Arthur 
2008)
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Fig. App. 2.56  Story of Laozi Leaving China (right) and his Appearance as Divine 
(left). (© Shawn Arthur 2009)

Literature Deity (see Education Deities)

Longevity Deity (see Three Star Gods)

Maitreya (see Future Buddha)

Mañjuśrı̄ (Buddhism): Mañjuśrı̄ (Wénshūshı̄lì Púsà 文殊师利菩萨) is an impor-
tant bodhisattva who symbolizes wisdom. In statues and paintings, he generally 
carries a flaming sword, which slices through ignorance and wrong thinking, 
along with the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra (Prajñāpāramitā sūtra). His bodhi-
manda, or sacred mountain residence, is the Five Platform Mountain (Wŭtáishān 
五台山) in central China.

Fig. App. 2.57 Mañjuśrı̄ Shrine. (© Shawn Arthur 2009)
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Máo Zédōng (Atheism, Agnosticism, Patriotism, and folk religions): By the end 
of the 1980s, people were building many small temples devoted to Máo Zédōng 
毛泽东 across China. Criticized by some people as superstitious, other people see 
Máo as a cultural hero who ushered in modern China. There is some irony here, 
as Máo was strongly anti-religious, yet some people now worship him as a divine 
being (Yao and Zhao 2010, 168–69; Blake 2011, 22). According to Malme’s 
research in Sichuan (Malme 2014), some people even see Máo as an embodiment 
of the God of Peace (Píng’ānshén 平安神).

Fig. App. 2.58  Mao Zedong Statue on the Back of a Daoist Deity Shrine on Maoshan 
near Nanjing. (© Shawn Arthur 2008)

Fig. App. 2.59  Mao Museum Entrance in Yan’an, with Mao on left. (© Shawn Arthur 
2010)
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Fig. App. 2.60  Mao Statue at Mao Museum Entrance in Yan’an. (© Shawn Arthur 
2010)

Māzŭ (Folk religions): Māzŭ 妈祖, lit., ‘the Ancestral Mother,’ also called the 
Queen of Heaven (Tiānhòu 天后), is a very popular goddess among fishers and 
sailors along China’s eastern coast and Taiwan’s west coast. Legends say that a 
young Buddhist woman, Lín Mòniáng 林默娘 (960–987), jumped off of a cliff 
to save her father and brothers from certain death due to dangerous changing 
currents at the ocean’s edge. People began to venerate her for her sacrifice, and 
their prayers began to come true. Thus, they petitioned to have Lín deified, and 
her worship spread quickly. She remains extremely popular, and in addition to 
the regular soap opera about her life on Chinese state-owned television, in 2017 
many millions of pilgrims gathered for the celebration of her 1,057th birthday in 
Tiānjı̄n, China and in Taiwan on the twenty-third day of the third lunar month 
(Marshall 2006, 126).

Fig. App. 2.61 Mazu Statue in Tianjin. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Medicine Deities (Folk religions, Daoism, Buddhism): The most famous of 
the medicine deities (yàoshén 药神) is Sūn Sı̄miăo 孙思邈 (d. 682 CE), the 
Medicine King (Yàowáng 药王), who is typically found in Daoist and folk tem-
ples. Sūn was named Medicine King because of the many contributions that he 
made to the development and recording of Chinese medicine at the beginning 
of the Táng dynasty. Some Daoist temples also have deities to whom people can 
pray to heal and/or avoid particular epidemic diseases, such as the Plague God 
(Wēnshén 瘟神) and the Smallpox God (Dòushén 痘神), although these deities 
are not as important now as they have been during outbreaks of these illnesses.

Another famous medicine deity is the Daoist ‘Great Immortal Huáng’ Dàxiān 
黄大仙 (also known as Wong Tai Sin in Cantonese), who is quite popular in 
southern China. This name refers to a Daoist hermit, who supposedly came from 
Zhējiàng and began life as a shepherd named Huáng Chupı̄ng 黃初平 (c.328 – 
c.386 CE). Tradition claims that he met a travelling Daoist on Red Pine Moun-
tain around the age of fifteen and began his studies of Daoism then. After forty 
years of practice, he could change himself and his sheep into white stones at will. 
After this he was called Master Red Pine (Chìsōngzi 赤松子), and more recently 
people began to celebrate his birthday on the twenty-third day of the eighth 
lunar month. Some of the mother goddesses mentioned below also have healing 
characteristics according to tradition: for example, the Grandmother of Eyesight 
(Yănguāng Năinăi 眼光奶奶) is supposed to help children with eye problems, 
and the Goddess of Delivering Sons (Sòngzi Niángniang 送子娘娘) is supposed 
to ensure a safe and painless child delivery. Buddhists also have a Buddha of Heal-
ing/Medicine, Bhaisajyaguru (Yàoshı̄fó 药师佛), who is thought to cure illnesses 
and to provide healing and stop the suffering of people who pray to him to ask 
for help.

Fig. App. 2.62  Yaowang, the Daoist Medicine Deity, in White Cloud Temple, Beijing. 
(© Shawn Arthur)

Money God (Folk religions, but found in most temples; see also Three Star 
Gods and fig. 7.1): The Money God (Cáishén 财神), also known as the God of 

15034-2125d-1Pass-r02.indd   78 10/13/2018   12:50:30 PM



Appendix 2 79

© 2019 Shawn Arthur

Wealth, is one of the most popular of folk deities, as poverty plagues much of 
China’s population and the new middle-class often feel an obligation to this deity 
for his assistance with their gaining wealth. The Money God comes in many 
forms, including the Military/Martial God of Wealth (Wŭcáishén 武财神), who 
is Guāndì 关帝, and three Civil Gods of Wealth (Wéncáishén 文财神), also known 
as the Three Star Gods: Blessings/Good Fortune (fú 福), Prosperity/Posterity (lù 
禄), and Longevity (shòu 寿). The Money God is especially worshiped by mer-
chants within the first five days of the lunar New Year, as he is supposed to be the 
first customer upon reopening after the New Year (Feng 2011, 98).

Fig. App. 2.63  Golden Money God Surrounded by Small Money God Statues.  
(© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.64  Guāndì as Martial God of Wealth with Money God Statues and Gold 
Embossed Paper to Burn. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Fig. App. 2.65  Money God with Prayer Plaques Surrounded by Statues for Sale.  
(© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Moon Goddesses (Folk religions): As each month of China’s traditional lunar 
calendar begins with the new moon, the middle of each lunar month is marked 
by the full moon and the recognition of a Moon Goddess (lit., Yuèshén 月神). The 
most popular moon goddess is Cháng’é 嫦娥, who ascended to the moon after 
drinking the elixir that the Queen Mother of the West had given to her husband, 
the divine archer Hòuyì 后羿. Upon reaching the moon, she coughed up the 
elixir which promptly transformed into a Jade Rabbit, which is visible on the 
moon’s surface when viewed from the earth. On the fifteenth day of each lunar 
month, on the full moon, the heavens allow Cháng’é and Hòuyì to reunite for 
the night (Li 2008, 28; Gong 2005, 96–97; Yao and Zhao 2010, 158–59).

Fig. App. 2.66 Chang’é, the Moon Goddess. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Mother Goddesses (Folk religions and Daoism): There are many mother god-
desses and popular deities related to motherhood and fertility throughout China. 
In addition to the creator goddess Nǚwā (see Fúxı̄ and Nǚwā), the Old Mother of 
Mount Lí (Líshān lăomŭ 骊山老母), whose temple is found in a village just out-
side of Xı̄’ān, is a Daoist creator goddess who, according to the temple signage, 
“gave birth and transformed the ten thousand things” and “created the eight 
moral treasures: filial piety, fraternity, loyalty, trustworthiness, decorum, right-
eousness, incorruptibility, and honor” (Woo 2006, 230).

There are other mother-related deities as well, including the Goddess of Child-
birth, Dawn, and Destiny, a.k.a., the Primordial Goddess of the Blue Dawn (Bìxiá 
Yuánjūn 碧霞元君), who is also recognized as the Goddess of Mount Tài (Tàishān 
Niángniáng 泰山娘娘). Many men and women climb Mount Tài near Tiānjı̄n in 
Eastern China in order to ask a manifestation of this goddess to help them with 
fertility and child-bearing issues. Goddesses have many suffixes to their names, 
such as: ‘mother’ (mŭ 母), ‘old mother’ (lăomŭ 老母), ‘holy mother’ (shèngmŭ 
聖母), ‘goddess’ or ‘lady’ (niángniáng 娘娘), and ‘grandmother’ (năinăi 奶奶; 
see Overmyer 2009; Jones 2013). Most of these titles, especially ‘goddess/lady’ 
(niángniáng), can indicate that the goddess can assist with fertility, pregnancy, 
birth, and child-rearing issues. Primordial Goddess shrines, found particularly in 
the northern half of China, place her in the center, surrounded by one assistant 
on each side; and these assistants generally are part of an eight-part set of niáng-
niáng ‘ladies’ who assist with women’s and children’s common problems (see 
also Primordial Goddess of the Blue Dawn).

Fig. App. 2.67 Old Mother of Mount Li, Near Xi’an. (Shawn Arthur 2009)

Mountain Deities (see Natural Phenomena Deities)

Natural Phenomena Deities (Folk religions; also see Agricultural Deities): 
Throughout China’s history, people have thought about and developed images 
of all manner of natural phenomena, weather patterns, mountains, animals, trees, 
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flowers, and such. Beyond some of the important weather deities as mentioned 
above, tree deities seem to be the most common deities of nature with whom 
laypeople interact. Many religious sites have old trees in which people hang good 
fortune and longevity charms in the hopes of transferring some of the Tree Spir-
it’s (shùshén 树神) benefits onto themselves. Additionally, pilgrims travel across 
China to visit famous mountains, and people have recognized that most impor-
tant mountains have an associated deity that lives on/in the mountain itself. Over 
time, people have built shrines to these Mountain Deities (shānshén 山神), which 
people who climb the mountain (or who ride to the top on a tram) then pay 
respects to the Mountain Deities.

Fig. App. 2.68 God of Mount Tai. (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Fig. App. 2.69  Old Tree with Prayer Plaques and Large Support Structure in Eastern 
Mountain Temple, Beijing. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)
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Perfected Warrior (Daoism and Folk religions): The ‘Perfected Warrior Ances-
tral Master’ (Zhēnwŭ zŭshı̄ 真武祖师) is the main deity of White Cloud Moun-
tain (Báiyúnshān 白云山) in Northern Shănxı̄, and he is very important to the 
Wŭdāng Mountains (Wŭdāngshān 武当山) in northern Húbĕi 湖北 in central 
China. He is one of the most important Daoist deities, as God of the North, and 
he supposedly founded the martial art of Tàijíquán 太极拳.

Fig. App. 2.70 Perfected Warrior

Primordial Goddess of the Blue Dawn (Daoism): The Primordial Goddess of 
the Blue Dawn (Bìxiá Yuánjūn 碧霞元君), also known as the ‘Heavenly Immor-
tal Jade Maiden’ (Tiānxiān Yùnǚ 天仙玉女) and the ‘Empress (or Goddess) of 
Mount Tài’ (Tàishān Niángniang 泰山娘娘), is an important female deity associ-
ated with the well-known sacred Mount Tài (Tàishān 泰山), the most significant 
of the five sacred mountains of Daoism, east of Bĕijı̄ng. She is supposed to reside 
in the Shrine of the Blue Dawn at the summit of Mount Tài. According to tra-
dition, she is the daughter, or the wife, of the main deity of Mount Tài – the 
Emperor of the Eastern Peak (Dōngyuè dàdì 東嶽大帝) – and statues often show 
her wearing a phoenix crown and holding a tablet with the ‘big dipper’ con-
stellation to symbolize her authority. She has two attendants: the Grandmother 
of Eyesight (Yănguăng Năinăi 眼光奶奶) and the Goddess of Delivering Sons 
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(Sòngzi Niángniang 送子娘娘), to whom visitors turn for solving fertility issues. 
The traditional pilgrimage dates for the Primordial Goddess are the first two 
weeks of the fourth month of the lunar calendar.

Fig. App. 2.71  Primordial Goddess of the Blue Dawn, Mother of Mount Tai. (© 
Shawn Arthur 2013)

Prosperity/Posterity Deity (see Three Star Gods)

Queen Mother of the West (Daoism and Folk religions): The Queen Mother of 
the West (Xı̄wángmŭ 西王母 or Wángmŭ niángniáng 王母娘娘 as she is popularly  
known) is not merely a pre-Daoist goddess who lives in the Kunlun Mountains 
(Kūnlúnshān 昆仑山), in an inaccessible area of the Himalayan Mountain Range 
in Western China, and who grows peaches that bestow immortality. She also plays 
important roles in popular fiction (such as Journey to the West, Xı̄yóujì 西游记), 
and she functions as a role model for many women, from all levels of society, who 
join Daoism, become leaders and teachers in the tradition, and even begin their 
own lineages (Li 2008, 85).
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Fig. App. 2.72 Queen Mother of the West. (© Shawn Arthur 2004)

Queen of Heaven (see Māzŭ)

Samantabhadra (Buddhism): Samantabhadra (lit., ‘Universal Worthy’; Pǔxián 
Púsà 普贤菩萨), who symbolizes virtue and great practice, is the patron of the 
Lotus Sutra. Samantabhadra is supposed to reside on Mount Éméi (Éméi shān 峨
眉山) in the southwestern province of Sìchuān.

Fig. App. 2.73 Samanthabhadra on Top of Mount Emei. (© Shawn Arthur)

Sānguān (see Three Officials)

Sānqı̄ng (see Three Pure Ones)
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Sānxı̄ng (see Three Star Gods)

Shakyamuni (see Buddha)

Shénnóng (see Agricultural Deities)

Three Officials (Daoism): The Three Officials or Three Divine Officials 
(Sānguān 三官 or Sānguān tiāndì 三官天帝) are the third highest Daoist dei-
ties in the tradition’s pantheon, and they have been worshipped since the second 
century CE (Li 2008, 86). These figures are meant to be treated as officials who 
keep records of people’s good and bad deeds – and thus they can cause illness and 
misfortune. Ideally a sick or suffering person would pay a Daoist ritual specialist 
(male or female) to do a ritual on their behalf with a petition for heath and good 
fortune. The Daoist would then burn one layer of the petition to the Official of 
Heaven, bury one layer for the Official of Earth, and immerse one layer in water 
for the Official of Water.

Fig. App. 2.74  Three Officials of Daoism: Officials of Water (l), Cosmos (c), and 
Earth (r). (© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Three Pure Ones (Daoism): The Three Pure Ones (Sānqı̄ng 三清) are also 
known as the Daoist trinity since they are the central and highest group of Dao-
ist deities, and they are thought to be emanations of the primordial Dào 道. The 
three deities are: the Celestial Worthy of the Numinous Treasure of Supreme 
Purity (Shàngqı̄ng Língbǎo Tiānzūn 上清灵宝天尊), who created the earth for 
living things (generally on the left side of their shrine halls); the Celestial Worthy 
of the Way and Virtue of Great Purity (Tàiqı̄ng Dàodé Tiānzūn 太清道德天尊), 
also known as the deified Lăozi, who brought humans to earth and taught the 
Dào to them (generally on the right side of their shrine halls); and the Celestial 
Worthy of Primordial Beginning of Jade Purity (Yùqı̄ng Yuánshı̌ Tiānzūn 玉清
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元始天尊), who is the primary deity of the group because he is seen as the first 
organized emanation of the Dào, which was originally chaotic.

Fig. App. 2.75  Three Pure Ones Hall in Black Ram Temple, Chengdu. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2008)

Fig. App. 2.76  Three Pure Ones Hall on Azure City Mountain, Sichuan. (© Shawn 
Arthur 2013)

Three Star Gods (Folk religions and Daoism; see fig. 5.9): The Three Star Gods 
(Sānxı̄ng 三星), also known as the Civil Gods of Wealth, are the deities of good 
fortune. They include: the Prosperity Star (Lùxı̄ng 禄星), who bestows money; 
the Longevity Star (Shòuxı̄ng 寿星), who bestows long life and well-being; and 
the Good Fortune Star (Fúxı̄ng 福星), who bestows blessings and good luck. 
They each look like a government official, and images of them tend to hold related 
auspicious items (such as a gold ingot for wealth, a peach for immortality, and a 
bat whose name sounds like good fortune or the character for this blessing). A 
person could obtain imagery with the Three Star Gods, which typically takes one 
of two forms: a group of three old men (as above) or a symbolic grouping of a bat 
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(biānfú 蝙蝠; a homonym for blessings, fú 福), a spotted deer (méihuālù 梅花鹿,  
lit. ‘plum-flower deer’; a homonym for prosperity, lù 禄), and a peach (shòutáo 寿
桃; a homonym for immortality, shŏu 寿). Images of the men and their symbols 
are wide-spread themes, especially in New Year’s paintings and paper cuts.

The Three Star Gods, pictured as old men who are tenuously linked to histori-
cal people, include:

• The Star/God of Good Fortune, who dresses in a traditional scholar’s outfit 
and carries the character for Good Fortune (fú 福) or a young child in his 
hands. He is linked to Yáng Chéng 阳城, a government official during the 
Táng Dynasty (618–907), who finds the Dào and becomes an immortal.

• The Star/God of Prosperity, who dresses in official government robes and hat, 
has a long beard, and may carry a gold ingot (the traditional form of large 
currency). He is linked to Zhào Gōngmíng 赵公明, who many people believe 
is a God of Wealth. This deity is in charge of social status and prosperous 
income.

• The Star/God of Longevity, who has a high, domed, and mostly bald head 
with tufts of white hair; he carries a staff and a peach of immortality or a 
gourd that contains an immortality elixir. He is also known as the Star of the 
South Pole. He is often linked to Lăozi, the proto-Daoist figure turned deity.

Fig. App. 2.77  Three Star Gods: Longevity (l), Prosperity (c), and Good Fortune/
Posterity (r). (© Shawn Arthur 2013)
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Fig. App. 2.78  Three Star Gods: Prosperity (l), Good Fortune (c), and Longevity (r). 
(© Shawn Arthur 2013)

Tiān (see Heaven)

Tiānhòu (see Māzŭ)

Tree Deities (see Natural Phenomena Deities)

Tŭdì Gōng (see Earth Deities)

Wénchāng Dìjūn (see Education Deities)

Xı̄wángmŭ (see Queen Mother of the West)

Yellow Emperor (Folk religion and Daoism): Chinese tradition reveres the Yel-
low Emperor (Huángdì 皇帝) as a legendary figure who supposedly ruled from 
2697 to 2597 BCE (long before China’s documentable history begins). He 
became deified in the later part of the Warring States period (475–221 BCE), 
and a number of important texts were written that bear his name in the title and 
that claim he was the author – especially the Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal 
Medicine, a central text for Chinese medicine.
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Fig. App. 2.79 Yellow Emperor Shrine Statue. (© Shawn Arthur 2010)

Fig. App. 2.80 Yellow Emperor Shrine at Night. (© Shawn Arthur 2009)

Yŭhuáng (see Jade Emperor)

Zhēnwŭ (see Perfected Warrior)
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Note
 1 In formal, institutionalized Daoism, the heavens/cosmos are/is seen “as a circular 

canopy rotating around a central ridge-pole beneath the pole star [i.e., the North 
Star].” The most important deities for trained Daoists are those that live in/
on the stars of the Big Dipper (i.e., Ursa Major), “which [lights] the way to the  
apex of heaven and around which the lesser constellations [revolve]” (Miller 
2006, 22).
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