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Abstract

The Xinggi (47X, breath circulation) pattern bronze mirrors of the Song Dynasty
(960-1279 CE) represent a distinctive category of Daoist material culture in southern China.
Despite their unique iconography, systematic research on their functions and religious sig-
nificance has been lacking. This study examines sixteen Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors
through iconographic analysis and textual research, integrating evidence from surviving
Daoist scriptures and ritual manuals. Two primary types are identified: the “Tortoise-
Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style” and the “Sun and Moon Observing Style”. The
former depicts practitioners imitating the breathing techniques of tortoises and cranes,
while the latter shows figures gazing upward to ingest the essences of the sun and moon.
Both motifs continue earlier health preservation traditions from the Pre-Qin (221-207 BCE)
through Han dynasties, adapted within the Northern and Southern Song context. These
mirrors were specifically used by Daoists along the middle Yangtze River for inner alchemy
cultivation, particularly in visualized Cunsi ({7 /&, contemplation practices). They were pre-
dominantly passed down through generations rather than buried, explaining their scarcity
in archaeological contexts. These artifacts illuminate how Song Daoism translated abstract
philosophical concepts into tangible, operable practices through material imagery. They
provide new physical evidence for understanding historical Daoist cultivation methods
and the materialization of religious experience.

Keywords: Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors; internal alchemy cultivation; Song Dynasty;
iconographical interpretation; contemplation practices

1. Introduction

Taoism attached great importance to mirrors in both ritual and metaphysical contexts.
This significantly influenced the patterns, shapes, and functions of bronze mirrors across
successive dynasties. During the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE), new iconographic themes
emerged alongside the development of Taoism. These included immortals with deer and
cranes, immortals slaying dragons, ghost catching, double swords and alchemy furnaces,
and tiger-headed talisman patterns. Novel shapes such as bells, tripods, and cloud boards
also appeared. Among them, the “Xinggi (17/%, breath circulation) pattern” bronze mir-
rors cast around the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279 CE) are typical representatives
and unique styles of Taoist mirror patterns along the middle reaches of the Yangtze River.
Their basic iconographic features include figures in moon-gazing or Tuna (4}, exhalation
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and inhalation) postures, accompanied by tortoises and cranes. However, academic circles
simply concluded them as two styles of “Xinggi diagrams”: “Star-Observing and Moon-
Gazing (Guanxing Wangyue M2 % H)” and “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing
(Guiyan Hexi faMf#5 ). To date, no scholarly article has systematically addressed core
issues concerning Taoist doctrines and health preservation philosophy in southern China.
These include the geographical scope, historical background, functions, nature, usage, and
reasons for the mirrors’ short-term popularity in local areas.

Recent scholarship in Daoist studies and art history has significantly advanced our
understanding of ritual iconography and material culture. Scholars such as Huang Shis-
han has explored the role of visual and material substances in Daoist rituals, emphasizing
how images and objects mediated religious experience and practice (Huang 2012). Lennert
Gesterkamp has examined the relationship between Daoist ritual painting and court pa-
tronage, shedding light on the interplay between visual representation and liturgical per-
formance (Gesterkamp 2011). Peng Bisheng has discussed the evolution and visual repre-
sentation of the “Three Corpses” (Sanshi = &) concept in Daoist internal alchemy (Neidan
W#}) from an iconographic perspective, demonstrating how in-depth analysis of this con-
cept and its corresponding imagery deepens our understanding of the theoretical, practi-
cal, and philosophical dimensions of internal alchemy cultivation (Peng 2026). Building on
these foundations, this paper investigates Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors as material mani-
festations of Daoist internal alchemy, demonstrating how iconographic analysis can reveal
the embodied and practical dimensions of religious cultivation.

2. Overview of “Xingqi Pattern” Bronze Mirrors
2.1. Iconographic Types

Xingqi pattern was a new pattern on bronze mirrors, which emerged in the Song Dy-
nasty (960-1279 CE). Its basic composition includes a man performing Tuna moves on the
left side of the mirror knob, a crane hovering on the upper right, and a tortoise lying at
the bottom, with additional patterns such as trees, thickets, and clouds. According to the
figures’ movements, the bronze mirrors can be divided into the following two styles:

2.1.1. Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style

There are 6 bronze mirrors of this style (Figure 1). Their shapes are either the eight-
petal (Figure 1: 1-4) or six-petal sunflower shapes which were popular in the Tang Dynasty
(618-907 CE, Figure 1: 5). In addition, the special bell-shaped mirror (Figure 1: 6) began
to emerge. The bell is a very important ritual tool in Taoist temples and Taoist rites, with
functions such as convening people, warning, and rousing divine responses.” At the same
time, compared with aesthetic and practical daily-use bronze mirrors in round shapes or
sunflower shapes, such “crossed and angular” artifacts are hardly suitable for daily use’,
and the shape itself also implies its religious nature. On the left side, within a pine forest,
a man stands upright facing forward. He wears a wide-sleeved, front-opening robe and
tilts his head upward toward the sky. His right arm is bent, holding a short object before
his abdomen, while his left arm hangs down. (In Figure 1: 5 only, his right hand is placed
before his abdomen, and his left hand holds a sword-like object). On the upper right side,
there are auspicious clouds and a flying crane spreading its wings in the sky, and on the
lower right side, a spiritual tortoise sticks its head out and crawls among aquatic plants.

The Xinggiis the most basic cultivation method in the process of internal alchemy culti-
vation.” Both tortoises and cranes are important objects for imitative techniques (fangsheng
shu JJi4 R, biomimetic practices, techniques that imitate animal movements for health cul-
tivation). The term “Guiyan” (M, tortoise swallowing) originates from The Cheng Broth-
ers’” Commentary on the Book of Changes (Zhouyi Chengshi Zhuan (/& 52 Kf%) ), which
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states: “The tortoise can practice throat-breathing and abstain from food; the spiritual
tortoise symbolizes wisdom, enabling one to refrain from seeking external nourishment.”
(S. Zhang 2021, p. 650). It refers to the tortoise’s adoption of a slow, deep, and subtle
breathing method to enhance its vital functions. “Hexi” (#5/, crane breathing) refers to
the crane’s practice of spreading its wings and stretching its neck during flight, character-
ized by an expansive, prolonged breath that allows it to absorb the pure energy of heaven
and earth, thereby promoting the unimpeded flow of gi. In the ode attributed to Zhongli
Quan (B, one of the Eight Immortals in Daoist mythology, credited with teachings
on internal alchemy), it is said: “Nurturing the breath, make it like a tortoise’s respiration;
refining the form, make it like a crane’s skin and flesh.” (Qi et al. 1989, p. 436). The combi-
nation of these two methods is believed to achieve the goal of health preservation through
the integration of motion and stillness and the extension of lifespan. Therefore, this style
of bronze mirror is named “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style Xinggi Pattern
Bronze Mirror”.

1: 1 Diameter 16.2 cm 1: 2 Diameter 16.2 cm 1: 3 Diameter 16.7 cm

1: 4 Diameter 16.5 cm 1: 5 Diameter 14.8 cm 1: 6 Height 14.7 cm

Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style (1: 6) Diagram, line drawing by Dai Shi

Figure 1. The Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style Xingqi Pattern Bronze Mirror Collected
by Hunan Museum, photographed by Feng Bi.
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2.1.2. Sun and Moon Observing Style

There are 10 bronze mirrors of this style (Figure 2). In addition to inheriting the
six-petal or eight-petal sunflower shapes popular in the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE)
(Figure 2: 6-8), the number of new shapes in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) with dis-
tinct Taoist characteristics such as bell shape (Figure 2: 1-3), peach shape (Figure 2:
9-10), and square shape (Figure 2: 4-5) increased. The man stands sideways, with
his hair tied in a high bun, two hair ribbons hanging behind his head, wearing a long
robe, tilting his head back, bending his arms, and raising his hands to hold a cylin-
drical object. There are three bronze mirrors in this style (Figure 2: 8-10). On the
upper right of the mirror knob, along the figure’s line of sight, there is a raised dot
adorned with an outer ring and a crescent moon-shaped pattern. According to Seven
Slips of the Cloudy Satchel-Miscellaneous Cultivation-Taiging Exercise Guidance Cultivation Clas-
sic ( (=B FEH-KiG 351 7R H4) ), the “Absorbing Moon Essence Method (Xiyue-
jing Fa "5 A K§%)” in the breath absorption (fugi [t’<) technique states: “Absorbing lunar
essence: On the early days of the lunar month, the mid-lunar month, and when the moon
sets, stand upright facing the moon, hold your breath eight times consecutively, tilt your
head back to inhale the lunar essence, and swallow it eight times —this will nourish and en-
hance yin gi.” WK, FUARING, A, AR, AR, REGE 58,
J\MHZ, 2B (Junfang Zhang 1996, p. 191). Absorbing the essence of the moon can re-
plenish yin gi (fX), so some scholars named this style of bronze mirror “Star-Observing
and Moon-Gazing Style Breath Exercise Diagram Bronze Mirror”. In fact, only a minor-
ity of these mirrors feature a crescent moon pattern. The circular protrusion opposite the
moon’s crescent does not necessarily represent a star; it could also symbolize the sun. Com-
bined with written records from the Pre-Qin (221-207 BCE), Western Han (206 BCE-8 CE),
and Eastern Han (25-220 CE) dynasties, it is more accurate to rename this mirror pattern
“Sun and Moon Observing Style”, which will be elaborated later.

2.2. Production Time and Place

Based on the inscriptions on the bronze mirrors, the production time and place of such
bronze mirrors can be inferred. There are three existing Xinggi pattern inscription mirrors.
The first one has a vertical wire frame in the center of the mirror back, with five reversed
regular script characters “J& /M F17i& (made by Tanzhou'’s official workshop)” cast inside
(Figure 2: 1). “Tanzhou (#EJ)” is the ancient name of Changsha city in present-day Hu-
nan Province. According to Gazetteer of the Nine Regions During the Yuanfeng Reign-Jinghu
Road ( {JeFILIkE - FIWEEY ), Tanzhou in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) had jurisdiction
over 11 Zhou(s) (Jl, an ancient administrative division) including Changsha (£1V), Heng-
shan Zhou, Anhua Zhou, Liling Zhou, Youzhou, Xiangxiang Zhou, Xiangtan Zhou, Yiyang Zhou,
Liuyang Zhou, Xiangyin Zhou, and Ningxiang Zhou, (C. Wang 1984, pp. 259-60) covering all
or part of the areas of present-day Changsha, Zhuzhou, Xiangtan, Yueyang and Yiyang.

The mining industry was developed in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE), and most
mining areas were in the south. As for copper mines, there was a saying that “nowhere
is richer in copper production than the southeast” (D. Ma 2011, p. 515). Therefore, the
production areas of bronze mirrors in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) were also mostly
concentrated in the south. In addition to the famous Huzhou Mirror in Zhejiang province,
Jiankang Mirror in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, Raozhou Mirror in Shangrao, Jiangxi province,
and Jianzhou Mirror in Jianou, Fujian province, bronze mirror casting was also found
in Tanzhou, Hunan province and Chengdu, Sichuan province. After the Anshi Rebellion
(% %212 ., a devastating rebellion led by An Lushan % f%1l1 and Shi Siming 52 /.85 against
the Tang Dynasty, 755-763 CE) in the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE), China’s political, eco-
nomic, and cultural centers moved southward. The handicraft industry and commerce in
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Tanzhou, located south of the Yangtze River, developed rapidly. The mining and metallurgy
industry was a prominent handicraft sector in Hunan province during the Song Dynasty
(960-1279 CE), among which copper metallurgy was an important sector in Tanzhou. In the
first year of Yuanfeng reign of Emperor Shenzong (1078 CE) of Song Dynasty (9601279 CE),
Tanzhou collected 1,078,250 jin (a unit of weight = 1/2 kg) of copper, ranking first in Hunan
province; during the Shaoxing (1131-1162 CE) and Qiandao reigns (1165-1173 CE) of the
Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279 CE), the Yongxing Field in Tanzhou produced 640,000 jin
of Dantong (14 copper produced by replacing copper ions in copperas water with iron),
and annually transported 3414 jin of Dantong to the Yongping Mint in Rao Zhou for coin
casting (Xu 2014, pp. 6726-27). It can be seen that Tanzhou had become a major copper
producer in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE). The prosperity of the mining and metal-
lurgy industry inevitably promoted the development of the metal manufacturing indus-
try in Tanzhou. This bronze mirror inscribed with “J# 1 F1%i&” should have been cast by
the official workshop for bronze mirror casting in Changsha at that time. Hunan Museum
also collects a sunflower-shaped bronze mirror of the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE), with
the inscription “¥# /N FHRH JG LL IR T (mirror made by Xiao Wang's workshop in Tanzhou
with unparalleled refined copper)” on the left side, which was also produced in “Tanzhou”

(Zhou 1993, p. 168). At the same time, most of the other 15 uninscribed Xinggi pattern
bronze mirrors identified so far were collected in the Hunan province, so it can be inferred
that the Hunan region, with Tanzhou at its center, should be the main production area of

Xingqi diagram bronze mirrors.

2:1 Height 14.4 cm 2:2 Height 12 cm 2:4Height9.1cm  2:5Height 9.1 cm

Star-Observing and Moon-Gazing Style (2: 2) Diagram, line drawing by Dai Shi

Figure 2. Star-Observing and Moon-Gazing Style Xinggi Pattern Bronze Mirrors. 2: 1,2: 2,2: 5,2: 7,
2: 8,2: 9: Collected by Hunan Museum, photographed by Feng Bi; 2: 3 Collected by Hunan Cultural
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Relics Company, cited from D. Chen (1999); 2: 4 Collected by National Museum of China, cited
from its official website; 2: 6 Collected by Changsha Museum, cited from Changsha Museum (2010,
p- 204); 2: 10 from 2018 Summer Art Auction of Tang West Market, cited from its official website.

There are two other Xingqi diagram inscription mirrors: one is a sunflower-shaped
bronze mirror collected by Changsha Museum, inscribed with “Z£ 5% (Lao Peng)” and “ H.%
(Zhen Jian, refined mirror)” (Figure 2: 6); the second is a bell-shaped bronze mirror col-
lected by Hunan Cultural Relics Company, with the inscription “#2i& (made by Lao
Peng)” below the mirror knob (Figure 2: 3). Hunan Cultural Relics Company also collects
a sunflower-shaped flying apsara and peony pattern bronze mirror, with the inscriptions
Y BN, GKANGES, W1 R CEOH O H #%4E (An Chuyan, never apart. Cast in the initial
period of the [ingkang reign (1126 CE, the first year of the Jingkang reign), d month U day)”
arranged radially along the inner circle line, and the four characters “#2” and “F.%” in-
scribed symmetrically on the left and right of the outer circle close to the inner circle line.
(D. Chen 1999). The content and handwriting are consistent with the previous two exam-
ples. Jingkang (1126-1127 CE) was the first reign year of Emperor Qinzong of Song Dynasty
(960-1279 CE) and the last reign year of the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127 CE). From

this, it can be inferred that “ZZ#
Jingkang period to the early Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279 CE).” It can be concluded

was a bronze mirror caster who was active from the

that the Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors were mainly popular in the mid-Song Dynasty.

3. The Origins and Historical Background of the Xingqi Pattern
3.1. Xingqi, Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style, and Taoist Tuna Xingqi Technique
(T IAR)

Xingqi, historically known as “Absorbing Breath (Fugi lx"<)”, “Embryonic Breathing
(Taixi i6J2.)”, “Tuna”, “Breath Ingestion (Shigi £X)”, “Refining Breath (Liangi 4/X)”, etc.,
is a method of maintaining health, strengthening the body, and prolonging life through
breathing exercises under the guidance of self-awareness, with a long history in China.
Laozi (%) said: “The path to longevity lies solely in Xinggi and nourishing the spirit, ex-
pelling stale gi and absorbing fresh gi, moving in and out of the mysterious subtlety of pri-
mal energy. Breathing is the gateway to life: if one prevents their body and spirit from sepa-
rating, they will attain longevity.” KAEZIE MFETTH Mg 2N, WA HEANTES
NBIKAAS (Junfang Zhang 1996, p. 353). Zhuangzi (JfF) also said: “Blowing and
exhaling, regulating breath, expelling stale gi and absorbing fresh gi, practicing bear-
hanging and bird-stretching: all these are merely for longevity. Such practices are fa-
vored by those who cultivate exercises, those who nurture their bodies, and those as long-
lived as Peng Zu (¥%4H a Taoist immortal famous for longevity and health preservation).”
WKW, HAapps, RESH, AAFMER. WESIZ L, FBZN, SHAEEE LI (He
2020, p. 164) Lao Dan (also known as Laozi) and Zhuang Zhou (also known as Zhuangzi),
representatives of Taoist culture, both regarded Xinggi techniques such as deep breathing
and exhaling the stale and inhaling the new as the way to longevity, and as the reason for
the longevity of people like Peng Zu. It is worth noting that Zhuangzi’'s juxtaposition of tuna
with “bear-hanging and bird-stretching” (imitative movements of bears climbing trees and
birds stretching their wings) provided an intellectual foundation for the later depiction of
practitioners imitating the movements of tortoises and cranes in the “Tortoise-Swallowing
and Crane-Breathing Style” imagery.

The 45-character inscription on the Xinggi Jade Pendant Inscription (17X Efil %)
(Figure 3) dating back to the early Warring States Period (475-221 BCE) State: “Xingqi
follows a progressive process of deep accumulation —extension—subsidence —stability —
solidity —germination — growth —retreat—conformity to the Tao; it must align with the gi
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mechanism of heaven and earth. Following this pattern, Xinggi can nourish life, while vio-
lating it can damage vitality.” 7%, RNIE, EWH, MUF, NUE, e, R, s,
KGR, BWK. KRILETE L #LEET. WNUAE; WWSE. It records the precautions
for Xingqi, and is recognized as the earliest existing physical material on Xinggi (Yao 1990).
The inscription’s description of the progressive stages of Xingqi—"deep accumulation”
(%) “extension” (&) “subsidence” (fi!) and “downward movement” ('N)—is consistent
with the emphasis on breath rhythm in later inner alchemy cultivation. Therefore, the pos-
tures of the practitioners depicted on the bronze mirrors serve as a visual representation
of this very breath rhythm.

Figure 3. Xingqi Jade Pendant Inscription and Rubbings, Warring States, collected by the Tianjin
Museum, cited from its official website.

The silk painting Exercise Guidance Diagram ( {55/ &) ) unearthed from the No. 3
Mawangdui Han Dynasty Tomb in Changsha depicts 44 human figures’ techniques or
movements (Figure 4). Combined with the inscriptions next to the figures (31 are iden-
tifiable) and the content of Guidance Book ( {5]45) ) unearthed from the at Zhangjiashan
Han Dynasty Tomb in Jiangling, Hubei province, it can be determined that this painting is
the oldest therapeutic and fitness manual discovered in archaeology to date (Zheng 2013,
pp. 232-33). The physical movements of the figures in the Exercise Guidance Diagram are
usually accompanied by respiratory exercises such as holding breath, exhaling, and roar-
ing, including movements where figures imitate cranes spreading their wings and crying,
and tortoises stretching their necks to swallow, with effects such as relieving kidney dis-
eases, benefiting the neck and spine, and improving eyesight (Shen 1980). The tortoise-
and-crane imitative movements depicted in the Exercise Guidance Diagram resonate across
a millennium with the postures of practitioners on the “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-
Breathing Style” bronze mirrors, demonstrating that tortoise-crane biomimetic practices
had long been an important component of the southern health preservation tradition.

At the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE), Taoism, which absorbed Pre-Qin
(221-207 BCE) Fang-xian Sect (J7{llii#, a pre-Daoist tradition focused on immortality prac-
tices) and Qin-Han Huang-Lao Sect (318, a Daoist tradition venerating the Yellow Em-
peror and Laozi), emerged as a formal religious organization. Taoism, with the pursuit of
immortality as its fundamental doctrine, had an all-round interaction with ancient health
preservation techniques. Commentary on Laozi by Heshanggong ( ¥ L AZA]) ) of the
Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE) states: “Cultivate Tao within the body, cherish gi and
nourish spirit, so as to prolong life and extend years. To practice thus is to be a Taoist.”
BIET 5, BAFEM, mALEFE. HiEWZ, JINEAN (Laozi 2017, p. 1647). The so called
“Daoren” (& N, Daoist practitioner) is someone who nourishes gi to prolong life. Wei Boyang
(BEIFH), the founder of Taoist Danding theory (F}4#*#i, Daoist alchemical theory cen-
tered on elixir refinement) in the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE), pointed out in his book
Zhouyi Cantong qi (The token for the Agreement of the Three According to the Book of Changes

(JH % Z[F1%2) ): “Contain essence and nourish spirit, and unify with the three fundamen-
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tal gi (yuangi 76'X). Essence and body fluid flow through the whole body, and muscles
and bones become firm. All evils are dispelled, and upright gi always remains. Accumu-
late over a long period of time, and you shall transform your form to become an immortal.”
AR, EE =TT, RRE, BIE B, ARREER, RN, RRKA, ARl
(Wei et al. 2013, p. 1717). Fundamental gi is the root of human and all things in the
world. The way to ward off evils and become an immortal is the breath exercise cultiva-
tion of containing essence and nourishing spirit, and unifying with the three fundamental
gi. More importantly, Wei Boyang was the first to propose that internal alchemy cultiva-
tion (WM& Hk) — utilizing the human body as a furnace and refining gi, essence, and spirit
to form an “elixir” within oneself—this can be incorporated into the same model as the
external alchemy cultivation (7MHfil) that Taoism adopts for ingestion (F. Han 1997).
Based on his cultivation experience at Luofu Mountain, Ge Hong (%5t) of the Eastern Jin
Dynasty (371-420 CE) further advocated that cultivation should emphasize both external
and internal alchemy: “Those who attain the Tao must master both breathing techniques
and the essentials of ingestion” f#iE2 &, W Z AREE%, W& ENi% (Duisu Chapter 3

(4 =) ), “Those who expel stale gi and absorb fresh gi rely on gi to augment their
own gi... Those who ingest elixirs rely on (the essence similar to) blood to nourish their
own blood...” MEEZHE, HALLKA.IREZLWHE, DIz, (Jiyan Chapter
13 (thFHE+=) ), “Although taking elixirs is the foundation of longevity, if one can also
practice Xingqi, the benefits will be very rapid. If one cannot obtain elixirs, but practices
Xinggito its fullest, one can also live for hundreds of years” IRZGENKAZ A, FHREHITSHE
Haa FU . A ARERSZS, (AT, TMGE0T % (Zhili Chapter 5 (EHAG 1) ) (Ge
2018, pp. 100, 188, 425). Cultivating to become an immortal is based on nourishing gi
and strengthening the body, and using internal alchemy Xinggi to assist external alchemy
elixirs ingestion, which is the only way to attain limitless longevity and become an immor-
tal through the Tao.

Figure 4. Restored Image of the Exercise Guidance Diagram, Western Han Dynasty (207 BCE-25 CE),
Unearthed from the No. 3 Mawangdui (ty E#E) Tomb in Changsha, and Collected by Hunan Mu-
seum, cited from its official website.

Whether it is the Taoist philosophy of cherishing gi and nourishing the spirit, or
Taoist internal alchemy of cultivating gi to pursue immortality, both are closely related
to the development of Xinggi. Ge Hong also said: “Knowing that tortoises and cranes
enjoy long lives, people thus imitate their methods to prolong their own years. More-
over, the branches and leaves of pines and cypresses differ from those of other trees, just
as the physical forms of tortoises and cranes are distinct from those of other creatures.”

i, BSOS, MYCHE () SILUEE, HIR, MBS SO, A, B SOk,
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The reason why tortoises and cranes have long lifespans lies in their Tuna Exercise Guid-
ance techniques, and the reason why pines and cypresses are long-lived lies in their
“unique inherent gi” ($#%5X). Therefore, the key to nourishing gi and attaining the
Tao is to imitate and learn from tortoises and cranes, and pines and cypresses: “Those
who practice the Tao can verify that they can live as long as tortoises by imitating
them.” NIEHEMZ, A S5AFAFEZKM. As for the physical form of long-lived tor-
toises and cranes, Ge Hong quoted Jade Inscription Record ( { £%ic) ) as describing: “A
thousand-year-old tortoise has five colors, with two bones protruding on its forehead
like horns. It can understand human speech, floats on lotus leaves, or under clumps
of yarrow, with white clouds coiling above it. A thousand-year-old crane sings with
the seasons, can perch on trees—those less than a thousand years old will never perch
on trees. Its feathers are pure white, and its brain has entirely turned into cinnabar.”
Tz, TOES, HAPE W, MALS, WHEe b, srEZT, G HAEE.
TRLZE, BTG, REETAR, HARTHE, AAETH M, AiFMmisT (Duisu Chap-
ter 3 CEE=) ) (Ge 2018, pp. 76-81). A thousand-year-old tortoise floats beneath
clumps of yarrow, with auspicious clouds above it; a thousand-year-old crane is pure white
in color and sings with the turning of seasons. Ge Hong’s depiction of the tortoise and crane
as symbols of longevity corresponds precisely with the iconographic elements found on
the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style” Xinggi
bronze mirrors—including the practitioner’s posture, the sacred tortoise, the immortal
crane, pine trees, clumps of yarrow, and coiling auspicious clouds—thereby serving as
a direct textual source for the mirrors” decorative program.

3.2. Moon-Gazing Style and Sun and Moon Essence Absorption Method

Another popular Xinggi pattern of the same period is the “Sun and Moon Ob-
serving Style (2H H )" (formerly known as “Star-Observing and Moon-Gazing Style
MEEHHX”. The content and composition of this style of pattern are similar to those
of the “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style”, except that the figure’s move-
ment is changed to holding a tube-like object with both hands and looking up at the sky.
The ideological origin of the “Sun and Moon Observing Style” is slightly different from
that of the “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style” breath exercise diagram men-
tioned above, and it should be closely related to the gi ingestion method and Sun and Moon
essence absorption method in the health preservation studies of the Pre-Qin, Western Han,
and Eastern Han dynasties.

The core of the Pre-Qin (221-207 BCE) gi ingestion method lies in replacing the turbid
gi in the body with the essence of heaven and earth. Qu Yuan (Ji#/J5), a poet of the State of
Chu, wrote in Chu Ci-Yuan You ( { ##&¢-iLJif) , an anthology of Chinese poetry): “Ifeaston
the six vital gi and drink the morning dew, rinse my mouth with the midday yang and hold
the morning glow. Preserve the clarity of my spirit and mind, so that vital gi enters and im-
pure giis eliminated.” %/ MKYTEES, WIERHM SR, REHIEES, KNP,
Wang Yi’s (£i%) annotation quotes Lingyang Ziming Scripture ( (ZFHFHIZ) ) written by
an immortal from Lingyang in the State of Chu (present-day southeast of Qingyang, Anhui
province): “In spring, ingest the morning glow. The morning glow is the red-yellow gi
when the sun is about to rise. In autumn, ingest the twilight yin. The twilight yin is the
red-yellow gi after the sun sets. In winter, drink the evening mist. The evening mist is the
gi of midnight in the north. In summer, ingest the midday yang. The midday yang is the gi of
midday in the south.” FRHIE. #HEEH, HIHRT U e, e, HEUER .
Kpud UuEEARe . R, IERE, BUTHAY M. (Qu 2004, p. 157). The cultiva-
tors” method of “ingesting the six vital gi” involves ingesting the vital gi of different seasons
such as midday (midday yang), early morning (morning glow), and midnight (evening
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mist) according to different seasons, thereby ensuring the elimination of impure gi and the
clarity of spirit. Zhuangzi, who once lived in the State of Chu, recorded in Free and Easy
Wandering ( (JEIE) ) that the divine person on Guye Mountain (444 1l1) “does not eat
grains, but inhales wind and drinks dew” A E %, WX IKFE, and also said that Liezi
(%1177), a representative of Taoism in the early Warring States Period (475-221 BCE), could
“follow the rules and nature of heaven and earth, and harness the transformations of the six
qi” FeRMZ 1E, THNSZHE (Zhuangzi 2018, pp. 9, 11). Immortals also inhale wind and
drink dew (probably the origin of the Bigu method (F¥%+1%, a practice of not eating grain to
achieve health and longevity), probably the method mentioned in Quit Grains and Ingest Qi
( {HHBE) |, atext on breath cultivation) of the Western Han Dynasty (207 BCE-25 CE)
to be discussed later) in accordance with the changes in the six vital gi. The above records
of the “method of ingesting the six vital gi” all come from the State of Chu, and it is very
likely that it was a popular health preservation technique in the Chu region (centering on
the middle reaches of the Yangtze River) at that time.

By the Western Han Dynasty (207 BCE-25 CE), the bamboo slips Ten Questions
( -+ )unearthed from the No. 3 Mawangdui Han Dynasty Tomb in Changsha recorded
that King Zhaoxiang (%) of Qin asked Wang Qi (1) about the way to inhale gi for
longevity. Wang Qi replied: “One must be exposed to the sun and moon to absorb their
essence, eat pine and cypress fruits, and drink the milk of beasts, so that one can reverse ag-
ing, regain vitality, and have moist, radiant skin.” 51 H H TSR B0, JUEBRE,
AIDHEESE A O, B9AJ. That is to say, people who practice health preservation
should be exposed to the sun or moon, thereby inhaling the essence in the light. At the
same time, they should supplement their diet with pine and cypress fruits as well as the
milk of beasts (£ %), which can achieve the effects of delaying aging, restoring robust
health, and enhancing radiance of the skin. It is recorded in Quit Grains and Ingest Qi
( (F#FEA) ) that: “In spring, when ingesting gi, one shall first avoid turbid yang, com-
bined with kuangguang (cloudy midday) and morning glow; hunging (nighttime) is also
acceptable. In summer, one shall first avoid tangfeng (hot wind), combined with morn-
ing glow and evening mist; hunging is also acceptable. In autumn, one shall first avoid
cool wind, frost, and fog, combined with shuyang(shunrise) and kuangguang; hunqing is
also acceptable. In winter, one shall first avoid lingyin (freezing night), combined with
zhengyang (midday), kuangguang, shuyang, and shuyin(sunset); hunging is also acceptable.”
HE, KM, MUE, Wi, BEE. 2R, RN, MU, UUE. BEE. KR,
—HEN S, LR, [ BER. A, M, AIRAERH, X fRH, i, B
(J. Ma 2015, pp. 564, 667). Ingesting the gi of the sun and moon shall be carried out accord-
ing to different seasons and weather conditions. For example, in summer, one should
avoid hot wind (tangfeng), and the best times are early morning (morning glow) and mid-
night (evening mist), and it is also acceptable in the evening (hunging); in winter, one
should avoid freezing nights (lingyin), and the best times are midday (zhengyang), cloudy
midday (kuangguang), sunrise (shuyang), and sunset (shuyin), and it is also acceptable in the
evening (hunging). By the Han Dynasty, the “Qi Ingestion Method” of the Warring States
Period (475221 BCE) had further developed into the Fugi Health Preservation Method
(IR SF74E1E) of ingesting the essence of the sun and moon, and it must be carried out fac-
ing the sun and moon (X5 H H). Therefore, in this style of mirror pattern, the dot may
represent the sun, indicating that health preservers look at the sun and moon to ingest their
essence; it may also represent stars, emphasizing that health preservers ingest the essence
of the moon at night. For most of the mirrors without astronomical patterns, they may
mean ingesting the essence of the sun during the day, or generally symbolizing ingesting
the essence of heaven and earth. Therefore, it is more appropriate to name this style of
bronze mirror “Sun and Moon Observing Style” Xinggi pattern bronze mirror.
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3.3. Historical Background of the Emergence of Xingqi Pattern on Song Dynasty
(960-1279 CE) Mirrors

Inheriting the ancient Xinggi techniques, the establishment of Taoist internal alchemy
laid the theoretical foundation for the vigorous development of Taoist breath exercise. The
external alchemy sect (4M1K) of Taoist alchemy used furnaces to refine medicine and
sought immortality by taking elixirs (Ho 2007); the internal alchemy sect (N FHK) took
the human body as a furnace, and essence, gi, and spirit as the raw materials for medicine,
and ultimately became immortals by refining and cultivating to form an “elixir” within
the human body (Kohn 2020; Skar 2003). The belief in external alchemy prevailed from the
Han and Wei dynasties to the Sui and Tang dynasties (2nd century BCE-9th century CE).
After hundreds of years of experiments and countless absurd lessons of death from taking
elixirs, it gradually declined by the late Tang and Five Dynasties (c. 875-960 CE). The belief
in becoming immortals through internal alchemy, which originated in the Han and Jin dy-
nasties (c. 2nd century BCE-5th century CE), emerged in response to the times (Pregadio
2006). After the Northern and Southern Song dynasties, internal alchemy became increas-
ingly prevalent and gradually occupied a dominant position in Taoist cultivation theories
(Xie 2004, pp. 90-91). In southern China, the practice of refining internal alchemy through
breath exercise movements such as the Tuna Method and the Sun and Moon Essence Ab-
sorption Method revived.

The Xingqi patterns, depicting practitioners engaged in breath regulation and visu-
alized contemplation, exemplify this new iconographic program: the alchemical furnace
is no longer an external apparatus but the practitioner’s own body, and the elixir is no
longer an ingestible substance but the yuanshen (JG##, original spirit, the primordial spir-
itual essence in Daoist cultivation) achieved through disciplined cultivation. This bodily
turn in Daoist visual culture provided a rich symbolic vocabulary for representing inner
experience, making abstract internal alchemy theory accessible through concrete imagery.

The transition from external alchemy to internal alchemy had a profound impact on
the iconographic art of the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE). The visual focus shifted from
external alchemical apparatus—such as furnaces, tripods, and minerals—to the human
body itself, conceived as the sacred space of alchemical transformation. The Xinggi pat-
tern bronze mirrors exemplify this new iconographic program: through breath regulation
and visualized contemplation, practitioners internalized the external furnace as their own
body and sublimated the ingestible elixir into the yuanshen (Juf#, original spirit, the pri-
mordial spiritual essence in Daoist cultivation). The intention of this transformation “ is
to use tangible images to convey the abstract principles of inner alchemy” (L. Zhang 2017,
p- 5), provided a rich symbolic vocabulary for representing inner experience within Daoist
visual culture.

At the same time, with the secularization of Taoist health preservation concepts, by
the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) at the latest, pines, tortoises, and cranes were regarded
as symbols of longevity due to their characteristics such as “unyielding vitality”, “calm
mind”, and “vigor” respectively. Their combination mode and the meaning of celebrating
birthdays were basically fixed. For example, Bi Zhongyou (*£{11j%) of the Northern Song
Dynasty (960-1127 CE) stated in On the Birthday of Fourth Brother Xilu, the Fengyi Official
( (HEEFVYRAHD ): “The painter depicts the green pine, capturing its thousand-year
grace. The Liao crane bends low without pecking; beneath it lies a tortoise, its shell pat-
terned like fine dark fabric.” H TEIF A, BIRTHEL. CEMEAK, NHM@WE. The
images painted on the birthday scroll for his brother include thousand-year-old green
pines, the Liao crane® bowing its head without pecking, and a green-black tortoise, intend-
ing to express his blessing “only you, my brother, can resemble them: bones sturdier than
the pine, mind calmer than the tortoise, fitter than the crane, destined by nature for a life
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that lingers long.” MEREMIZ: W TR, LERTA. BEETE, B5KRENY,
(Shanyou History and Culture Research Institute 2014, p. 278). Therefore, against this
historical backdrop, the “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style” and “Sun and
Moon Observing Style” Xingqi pattern revived as a popular theme on Song Dynasty
(960-1279 CE) bronze mirrors along the middle reaches of the Yangtze River.

4. Functions and Characteristics of “Xingqi Pattern” Bronze Mirrors
4.1. Functions

With the prevalence of divination theology in the Western Han and Eastern Han dy-
nasties, the function of bronze mirrors, which were regarded as ordinary daily necessities
in the Pre-Qin (221-207 BCE) period, gradually became mystified and sanctified. Taoism
promoted the development of the mythological concept of mirrors, and by the Wei and
Jin dynasties (c. 3rd—4th centuries CE), three mature mirror theories had been developed:
demon revealing, form-separating, and Cunshen (spirit preserving f7#) (Han and Zhang
2005). In addition to the magical use of mirrors to illuminate demon and achieve form-
separating, the mind-mirror method of inner contemplation and maintaining unity was
also an important early Taoist mirror theory, namely “Cunshen”. This function should be
the core function of Xingqi Pattern mirrors of the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE).

4.1.1. Cunsi (f#/8, Contemplation Practices) Cultivation

The ideological sprout of Taoists using bronze mirrors to achieve the effect of “Cun-
shen” and internal cultivation originated from the Taoist classic Scripture of Great Peace
( CRF2) ). A meditation cultivation method in Scripture of Great Peace is called “Cunsi”,
which refers to focusing one’s thoughts on a certain part of the body or outside the body
to get tranquility and attain the Tao through connecting with spirit. The Xuanxiang Cunsi
(Contemplation to Suspended Images & %47 8) method is one of the ways of Cunsi: “Make
the empty room free of people around. The painted image (of the Five Organ Spirit) shall
follow their respective colors, correspond to the gi of the four seasons, and be hung in the
light by the window —then contemplate it.” 7= NEFICN, HRFEHB M, S5PUR AR,
B E i . Cultivators hang the spirit they are contemplating—the portrait of
the Five Organ Spirit (1L, Daoist deities residing in the five major organs)—in front
of the window of a quiet room, and contemplate according to the painting, which can
achieve the effect of “the Five Organ Spirit coming to help and all diseases being cured”.
FATHEREh 2, HEEE (Ming Wang 1960, p. 14). Since bronze mirrors are both
convenient and more accurate than paintings, Taoists gradually replaced paintings with
bronze mirrors. For example, Volume 717 of Taiping Imperial Encyclopedia ( X A1) )
quotes Biography of Liu Gen ( {XI#RJ1%) ) as saying: “Contemplating one’s own form can
lead to longevity. Looking at oneself in the nine-inch bright mirror carefully, make oneself
recognize one’s own form, always keep it in mind, and over time, the body and spirit will
not disperse, and diseases will notenter.” JEIRFILIKA. UG HEEER, #die, SEIRCHE,
WA, ANGHAE, HEAN. (F.Li199%4, p. 586). The reflective property of the mir-
ror surface enabled practitioners to contemplate their own countenance, facilitating self-
examination. Simultaneously, the motifs engraved on the back—tortoises, cranes, pine
trees, and figures in Xingqi postures—provided visual guidance for their contemplation.
As practitioners gazed upon their own reflection, they projected the idealized imagery
from the mirror back onto themselves. In this process, their mundane self and the sacred
imagery merged and integrated within the mirror. This mutual reinforcement between
external symbols and internal experience constitutes the fundamental reason why bronze
mirrors were particularly favored in visualization practice.
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By the Wei and Jin dynasties (c. 3rd—4th centuries CE), the Bronze Mirror Cunsi
Method (Hi%5i17 8i%) had been widely practiced in Taoism, and developed different us-
ages such as one mirror, the combination of two mirrors, or the combination of four mirrors
(J. Han 2010, p. 43). The two styles of Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors, “Tortoise-Swallowing
and Crane-Breathing Style” and “Sun and Moon Observing Style”, not only absorb the
essence of heaven, earth, sun, and moon, but also are proof of practicing breath exercis-
ing methods. They are excellent intermediaries for cultivators to recognize themselves
and achieve unity between the body and spirit in the Cunsi Jingfa (Cunsi Quiet Method
12 EH%). The essence of Cunsi technique is to establish an orderly, meaningful, and self-
sufficient internal universe through vivid and specific imagination of various internal body
spirits, and to positively stimulate important acupoints and meridians in the body through
synaesthesia of various senses and multiple psychological hints, so that people can obtain
psychological stability and physical health (C. Zhang 2004, p. 96). This is similar to the
Tuna Method and Sun and Moon Essence Ingestion Method on the bronze mirrors.

4.1.2. Interpretation of Doctrines

“For most people, is not a clear image more powerful than ambiguous oral words
and obscure written texts?” The American scholar Most (2007, p. 158) commented on
the role of visual images in missionary work. The missionary work of Taoism is also
the same. In addition to being used in Taoist rites and self-cultivation, Taoist bronze mir-
rors sometimes also have the function of propagating Taoist doctrines. The images of the
“Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style” and “Sun and Moon Observing Style”
bronze mirrors are the visualized and artistic expressions of Taoist internal alchemy culti-
vation theories and movements. They make it easy for the public to understand the ways
and benefits of Taoist cultivation according to the scenes displayed on the mirrors, directly
reflecting ordinary people’s worries about catching diseases and their desire for longevity.
At the same time, the Xinggi pattern bronze mirror images are tranquil and gentle, and the
patterns such as tortoises, cranes, pines, and auspicious clouds embody positive meanings.
Unlike other Taoist mirror patterns such as immortals slaying dragons, immortals catching
ghosts, double swords and alchemy furnaces, and eight trigrams talismans, which have a
murderous aura or are mysterious and weird, they are more conducive to Taoism spread-
ing among the populace and expanding its influence.

4.2. Usage

The main function of Taoist bronze mirrors is not merely for people’s daily use
in checking their images, and their usage vary according to different rites. For exam-
ple, Taishang’s Comprehensive Essential Secrets for Assisting the State and Saving the Peo-
ple ( (X EBIERR S EAE) ) Volume 7: Methods of Assisting the Righteous, Eliminat-
ing, Arresting and Interrogating Evils ( (4HIERRIR% %) ) records the formula for us-
ing a mirror to illuminate ghosts and make them appear: “Hold a bright mirror in
the right hand, pinch the first section of the left hand’s second finger. Imagine that
five-colored circular light emits from the mirror, shining through a place, and reveal-
ing all things hidden. Perform the ritual one by one to summon the ghosts caus-
ing disasters, which cannot escape and will all appear in front of the ritual mirror.”
ATRE, AT IS T, BEPRneiDn, WR-—TJrah, TAE. ZRE,
TR, Ak, BEHITEEZAT. (Jiyu Zhang 2014, p. 354). The bright mir-
ror here should be a monster-revealing mirror (Zhao Yao Jing #4Kk%%) with a handle. In ad-
dition, many Taoist classics such as Dao Shu-Cantong Qi ( (I&#X-Z[F]#2) ) and Gan Qi: The
Sixteen-Circuit Golden Elixir ( (/&S 1757 4F1) ) record that Taoists need to hang bronze
mirrors when building an altar for alchemy.”
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In terms of size, the diameter or height of Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors is mostly
between 12-15 cm, belonging to small mirrors, which should be portable and handheld; in
terms of shape, one half of the above-mentioned two styles of Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors
are sunflower-shaped, and the other half are unconventional shapes such as bell, square,
and peach shapes, which may have both daily and magical uses; in terms of the position
of the mirror knob, except for one located in the middle of the upper end (Figure 2: 1),
the rest are located in the center of the mirror surface regardless of the shape, which may
be used for attaching a cord. Compared with mirrors used to ward off disasters, subdue
demons and resist other external forces, the core function of Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors
is internal Cunsi, transmission of precepts, and internal alchemy cultivation. Therefore,
their usage is different from the above-mentioned magical bronze mirrors. In the process
of Cunsi, the mirror serves as a medium to show the true form of the cultivators, thereby
enabling them to obtain the power to communicate with the spirits of the Heaven (Huang
2016, p. 10).

Compilation of Taoist Witchcrafts ( (iE3%42706) ) Volume 185: Shang-ch’ing Sect of Taoism
Five Jade Tablets and Nine Spirits Flying Steps Memorial Ritual ( { HETUTEMLR WEEZHRNE) )
records the method of using an ancient mirror for Cunsi and gi filling to transform into
an immortal: “Start on the first day of the first lunar month, or the third day of the
third Iunar month, the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, the seventh day of the seventh
lunar month, or the ninth day of the ninth lunar month. Purify yourself through fast-
ing, sit facing east in the room, hold a bright ancient mirror in the left hand, clench the
right hand, concentrate your spirit and stabilize your breath. Dress neatly, Cunsi your
own form, clearly recognize it carefully. Then choose the Gengshen or Jiazi day, sit in
the quiet room at midnight (23:00-1:00) as before, without using the mirror, and silently
recite the incantation to fill the body with Taoist gi and transform into an immortal.”
PUEA—HE=A=H, hALH, -CA-EH, ANEES, Sdmme NSARRTAE Dt TiEs,
PP AT, BEieE, MEAGE, P8O, WIRGA FERPE, WPH TG, KA,
RN, BRSHHTIRIANESGHTe, BN,  (Taoist Canon ( (IEJL) ) Volume 30 1988b, vol. 30,
p- 177). Unlike ritual mirrors used in public rites, cultivation mirrors need to be used by
sitting in the room on a selected day, first “holding the mirror in the left hand” to “Cunsi
one’s own form”, then leaving the mirror to exert the function of Cunsi. Seven Slips of
the Cloudy Satchel ( {=#-1L%) ) Volume 48: Section of Secret Methods and Essential Tech-
niques: Lord Lao’s Illuminating Method Exposition ( (BAE L8 MEBERE) ) states:
“In the past, my master used a two-inch mirror, one in front, behind, left, and right re-
spectively, named the Four-Gui Mirror (PU#4%)... Shangzi said: use one nine-inch mir-
ror on each side, named the Sun and Moon Mirror (H H %), which can also prolong life.”
HREMUAR A8, i AA—05, A0 8Tz, DTS —, ke Ga o~
HrEt, BEIHA, JRLMEFER . (Junfang Zhang 1996, p. 280). In cultivators” Cunsi pro-
cess, small two-inch mirrors in each of the four directions: front, behind, left, and right are
placed, named the Four-Gui Mirror, or place a large nine-inch mirror on each side, named
the Sun and Moon Mirror. Volume 72 of Internal Alchemy Section ( { }F+) ) states: “The
sun and moon are the supreme essence of heaven and earth... If one can grasp the operating
laws of the essence of the sun and moon and integrate them into oneself, they will be able
to command the mysteries of nature’s creation and transformation. Visiting immortals and
contemplating the essence of the sun and moon as the path to longevity is truly valuable.”
RHHAHE, Rz 2=t s H 3EFF, s REToE. Jieil, BEH A28,
NKAZ 18, SEA[E AR . By hanging mirrors that have absorbed the essence of the sun and
moon, combined with symbolic symbols of the body and spirit such as “clouds, cranes, and
longevity staffs” (Figure 5), it can assist in internal alchemy cultivation. Therefore, bronze
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mirrors were regarded by Taoists as “priceless pearls (Jif 2k)” and “wish-fulfilling divine
pearls (WIE M ER)” (Junfang Zhang 1996, pp. 440-41).

Figure 5. Diagram of Using a Mirror During Internal Alchemy Cultivation in Seven Slips of the Cloudy
Satchel ( { =12 ), cited from Junfang Zhang (1996, p. 280).

4.3. Characteristics
4.3.1. Limited Quantity, Mainly Passed Down Through the Generations

Based on the currently collected materials, the number of “Tortoise-Swallowing and
Crane-Breathing Style” and “Sun and Moon Observing Style” Xingqi pattern bronze mir-
rors is small, and none of them have been unearthed from tombs. In stark contrast, various
types of Daoist-themed mirrors and ritual mirrors with clear functions as Daoist ritual im-
plements have been widely excavated across the country. Their geographical distribution
is extensive. For example, mirrors featuring the immortal-tortoise-crane motif have clear
archaeological records in Chongqing, Shaanxi, Jilin, and Yanbian. Daoist ritual mirrors with
Bagua (J\ #h, eight fundamental symbols in Daoist cosmology) patterns or alchemy furnace
designs have frequently been discovered in Sichuan, Hunan, Jiangxi, and along the south-
eastern coast. These findings confirm that Daoist iconography had become deeply inte-
grated into both daily life and funerary culture during the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE).
These excavated examples span a vast territory—from the southwest to the northwest,
from the Yangtze River basin to the northeastern frontier —demonstrating that the produc-
tion and use of Daoist bronze mirrors was a widespread, cross-regional phenomenon. This
distinction not only confirms the functional divergence between Xinggi mirrors and ordi-
nary Daoist ritual mirrors, but also further substantiates their unique position within the
material culture of Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) Daoism.

The reason is that Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors were originally tools for people who
respected internal alchemy cultivation to Cunsi and cultivate Tao, and were rarely used by
the common people. They were not commodities circulating in the market, so their quan-
tity should have been small. Although it is recorded in some documents that “Talisman
Mirrors (Fu Jing #§%5t)” were buried together with its owner when a Taoist passed away®,
from the existing materials excavated from tombs, Taoist mirrors are not necessary burial
objects in Taoist tombs (Canping Chen 2022). In the second year of Jingde reign in the North-
ern Song Dynasty (1005 CE), Wu Ji (3= ) once presented a “Hanxiang Mirror (& %%)” to
Emperor Zhenzong, and wrote Presenting the Bronze Mirror Cast by Master Sima to the Emperor
( RIS RITEE S 5 %%) ), which states: “Your servant previously acquired one Hanxi-
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ang Mirror cast by Master Sima of the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE) for Emperor Xuanzong of
Tang. It has been passed down through generations of my family and closely guarded in se-
crecy for many years.” F e A BRI R REL 10, HERM, EMEE,
(Taoist Canon ( (I&jE) ) Volume 6 1988a, vol. 6, p. 668). The “Hanxiang Mirror” was de-
signed and cast by Sima Chengzhen (7] 5 &#i 647-735 CE), a Taoist master of the Tang
Dynasty (618-907 CE). Because it contains patterns such as eight trigrams, five great moun-
tains, sun, moon, stars, etc., it is also named “Sun, Moon, Stars, Five Great Mountains and
Eight Trigrams Mirror of Tang Dynasty” (J# H ] 2 & T.45 /\ £}45), “Astronomical Eight Tri-
grams Pattern Mirror Tang Dynasty” (iR /\#48), etc. (B. Zhang 2013; M. Li 2012).
Wi Ji of the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) presented this Tang mirror “passed down for gen-
erations and kept secret for many years” as a treasure to the emperor, which shows that
old or ancient Taoist mirrors are highly valued. It thus could be inferred that such Xinggi
pattern mirrors used for internal cultivation were mostly collected by Taoist cultivators
and thus mainly passed down through the generations in their families.

Nevertheless, the absence of excavated Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors to date may also
be attributed to a range of specific factors, including differences in sectarian traditions, re-
gional customs, and even the economic status of tomb owners. It should also be acknowl-
edged that the boundaries between Daoist practitioners and the broader educated elite
were often fluid in the Song Dynasty. Literati such as Su Shi (7544, 1037-1101) and Huang
Tingjian (3%, 1045-1105) were deeply engaged in health preservation practices and
Daoist cultivation techniques, making it plausible that wealthy intellectuals also owned
and used such mirrors, even if their primary association was with Daoist circles.

4.3.2. With a Relatively Specific Geographic Distribution: Mainly Collected in
Hunan Region

Most of the existing two styles of Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors were discovered in
the Hunan province. The health preservation movements depicted in the Xinggi pattern,
such as Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing and Sun and Moon Observing styles,
are closely linked to the ideas such as “ingesting the six vital gi” which were also popu-
lar in the original Hunan-Chu region, as well as the physical evidence, texts, and images
such as the “Xingqi Jade Pendant Inscription” of the Warring States Period (475-221 BCE),
the Exercise Guidance Diagram, and Quit Grains and Ingest Qi of the Western Han Dynasty
(207 BCE-25 CE) unearthed in Hunan. It should be noted that these early materials are
cited not as evidence of a direct archaeological lineage—which, given the considerable
temporal gap, would indeed be untenable—but rather as testimony to the long-standing
cultural and intellectual tradition of breath cultivation and biomimetic practices in the
Hunan-Chu region.

“In the past, in the city of Nanying in the State of Chu, between Yuan and Xiang
rivers, the folk custom was to believe in ghosts and gods and hold frequent ritual sac-
rifices. For their sacrifices, local people must play music and dance to please all gods.”
M S, JulZn, HARERMEAC. HA, DRSS, DURI#ER (Qu and Song
2015, p. 50). In ancient times, the territory of present-day Hunan was the residence of bar-
barian tribes such as “Jiuli (JL%Z%, an ancient tribal confederation in southern China)” and
“San Miao (=i, San Miao, ancient tribes inhabiting present-day Hunan and surround-
ing regions)”, and witchcraft was prevalent. Since the Spring and Autumn and Warring
States Periods (c. 770-221 BCE), people from the State of Chu moved southward, and
on this fertile soil of myths, beliefs, and witchcraft, the splendid Chu Witchcraft Culture
(% AR Ak, the indigenous spiritual traditions of the ancient Chu state) was nurtured. Song
Dynasty (960-1279 CE) official records provide compelling evidence for the persistence
of shamanistic practices. An imperial amnesty decree from the third year of the Qiandao
reign (1167 CE), preserved in the Song Huiyao Jigao ( {:R4>EL4E%5) ), states: “We have
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learned that among the common people, there are those who kill people to sacrifice to
ghosts” R [8] 245 78 A&, (Xu 2014, p. 8386). Similarly, the Southern Song scholar Chen
Chun (M7, 1159-1223) observed in his Beixi Ziyi ( {JLi#&53%) ): “The customs in Hu-
nan are particularly given to excessive sacrifices, often using human victims to worship
ghosts. Villagers either pool money to purchase people for sacrifice or seize passersby for
this purpose” WF XK, LI, ZHANER, B0 REERILANDIE, Betrig NI
(Chun Chen 1983, p. 65). This demonstrates that shamanistic culture not only persisted
into the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) but in certain forms even intensified. Compared with
the Central Plains culture dominated by traditional Confucianism, the land of Hunan-Chu
has always advocated spiritual freedom and physical longevity, which is full of romantic
imagination. Therefore, there is the cultural soil for the birth and long-term existence of
the “Xingqi pattern” on bronze mirrors.

Secondly, the popularity of this mirror pattern is related to the prevalence of Taoism
in southern China. Since Zhang Daoling (7Ki&F%), the founder of Taoism, initiated Taoist
activities in Jiangxi during the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE), the region became a dom-
inant center of Taoism south of the Yangtze River through the Tang, Song, Yuan, and Ming
dynasties (618-1644 CE) (Guo 1996). Its influence significantly shaped the development of
Taoism in neighboring Hunan, facilitated by close demographic interactions. In addition
to the Xingqi pattern mirrors discussed in this paper, the popularity of various Taoist mir-
ror patterns along the middle Yangtze during the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE), including
immortal-tortoise-crane, immortal-deer-crane, and Magu (Jfk#f, a Taoist goddess associ-
ated with longevity) birthday mirrors, reflects the widespread appeal of Taosim longevity
beliefs in both Jiangxi and Hunan during this period (H. Li 2023). The concentration of
Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors in Hunan could be further related to the activities of multiple
Daoist schools in the region during the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE). Nanyue Mount Heng
(F§ {547 11) in central Hunan had been an important center for the Shangging school (_FiFK)
since Wei Huacun (811£17) established it there during the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-420 CE),
with this tradition emphasizing visualization and inner contemplation. And during the
Northern Song (960-1127 CE), Emperor Zhenzong (355, r. 997-1022 CE) elevated the sta-
tus of the Nanyue, and by the Southern Song (1127-1279 CE), Mount Heng had become a
crucial imperial blessing site, attracting Daoist practitioners from various regions. Concur-
rently, new talismanic Daoist movements that emerged during the Northern Song, such
as the Tianxin Zhengfa (Celestial Heart Correct Method X2 1FiZ) and Shenxiao schools
(Divine Empyrean # %K) also spread into Hunan.

Furthermore, the development of the mining and metallurgy industry and the com-
mercialization of metal products in Hunan during the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE) also
provided a material foundation for the emergence of Taoist bronze mirrors such as Xinggi
pattern. For example, in the first year of Yuanfeng reign of Emperor Shenzong of Song
(1078 CE), Tanzhou collected 1,078,250 jin of copper, ranking first in Hunan; the Yongxing
Field in Tanzhou was a major copper producer in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE), with
46 copper furnaces in the Wushan area of Tanzhou and more than 100 copper households
in Matan Eyang Mountain, which could produce copper tea sets and bronze mirrors with
good sales (Yang 2010).

While it is worth noting that the cultural and religious environment of Hunan may
have been conducive to the production and use of Xinggi mirrors, the current evidence—all
collected rather than excavated —does not permit conclusive claims about the specific rea-
sons for their regional distribution. The reasons for this distribution may involve multiple
factors including local collecting patterns, preservation conditions, or historical contingen-
cies. Further archaeological discoveries may illuminate this question in the future.
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5. Conclusions

This article revisits the content and functions of the Xinggi pattern bronze mirror pat-
terns mainly from an iconographical perspective. After comparing and verifying both lit-
erature and cultural relics, the main conclusions are drawn as follows:

First, the Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors are characterized by iconographic features
such as figures practicing Tuna or moon-gazing, tortoises, flying cranes, and pine trees,
depicting the practical activities of Taoist cultivators to cultivate and prolong life through
breathing exercises.

Second, the two styles of mirror patterns respectively depict two movements: culti-
vators learning Tuna Exercise Guidance from tortoises and cranes, and looking up at the
sky to ingest the essence of the sun and moon. They are a revival of techniques such as
Xinggi method and breath ingestion method (Shigi Fa £<7%) from the Pre-Qin (prior to
221 BCE), Western Han (206 BCE-25 CE), and Eastern Han (25-220 CE) dynasties during
the period when internal alchemy beliefs prevailed in the Northern and Southern Song dy-
nasties (960-1279 CE). Therefore, it is more appropriate to name the two styles of bronze
mirrors “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Style” and “Sun and Moon Observing
Style”. This clarification of typology establishes a terminological foundation for subse-
quent research.

Third, different from magical mirrors such as monster-revealing and form-separating
mirrors, Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors were dominantly used by cultivators to hold in
their hands or hang in different positions during internal alchemy cultivation such as
Cunsi in quiet rooms, so as to Cunsi their own forms, achieve the effects of the body and
spirit not dispersing, and diseases not entering. In addition, the patterns of such bronze
mirrors embody tranquility and positive meanings, and may also have the function of
spreading Taoism.

Fourth, Such Xinggi pattern bronze mirrors have rarely been unearthed from tombs.
This pattern of absence suggests that they were likely preserved and passed down through
generations, possibly within Daoist practitioner circles. Almost all surviving Xingqi pat-
tern bronze mirrors have been collected in Hunan, suggesting a regional concentration
during the Song Dynasty. This geographical pattern may be associated with several fac-
tors, including Hunan’s enduring Chu shamanistic traditions, its long-standing culture of
health preservation, and the flourishing of Daoism in the region during the Southern Song
Dynasty (1127-1279 CE).

As the Dutch art historian Johan Huizinga observed in historical research, “Images are
primary. Through images, we can see the past ‘more clearly, acutely, and colorfully —in a
word, more historically”” (quoted in Haskell 2020, p. 595). The “Tortoise-Swallowing and
Crane-Breathing Style” and “Sun and Moon Observing Style” Xinggi patterns on Song Dy-
nasty (960-1279 CE) bronze mirrors in southern China are actually a visual representation
of a set of body techniques of internal alchemy. They not only witness to the thousand-
year-old health preservation philosophy, but also reveal how Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE)
internal alchemy transformed abstract cosmology into operable physical practices which
can be passed down through generations.

Meanwhile, from the perspective of material religion, religious beliefs and practices
are often mediated through material objects, bodily engagement, and sensory experience
(Morgan 2010; Meyer et al. 2010). The Xingqi pattern bronze mirrors thus embody a key
insight from material religious studies: they are not passive illustrations of doctrine but
active mediators that shape religious practice and subjectivity. Through their dual ma-
terial properties—the reflective surface enabling self-contemplation and the cast patterns
providing iconographic guidance—these mirrors materialize inner alchemy theory and
were repeatedly enacted in practitioners’ gazing, breath regulation, and visualization. In

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17030403


https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17030403

Religions 2026, 17, 403 19 of 21

this sense, they not only bear witness to history but also participated in its making: as
a medium connecting ideas and the body, spirit and matter, the Xinggi mirrors provide
invaluable material evidence for understanding the material and practical dimensions of
Daoist cultivation.
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Notes

1" Zhou Shirong first published two Xinggi-related mirrors as “Tortoise and Crane Pattern Mirror” and “Figure Mirror” (Hunan
Museum, Catalogue of Bronze Mirrors Excavated in Hunan (5 th 818 3D , 1960). He later renamed them “Star-Observing
and Moon-Gazing Breath Exercise Bronze Mirror” and “Tortoise-Swallowing and Crane-Breathing Breath Exercise Bronze
Mirror,” linking the patterns to the “Absorbing Moon Essence Method” in Yunji Qigian ( { =z %1% ) and the longevity
of tortoises in Shiji ( {32ic) ). (Zhou Shirong, Bronze Mirror Patterns—Bronze Mirrors of Past Dynasties Unearthed in Hunan
( (HaEE % — — 59 Eg R AREABE) ), 1987) Liu Yi further identified these mirrors as reflecting Taoist cultivation practices (Liu
Yi, Interaction Between Mirror Culture and Taoism ( (i3t 58 # 2 HE)) ), 2004). Subsequent scholarship has largely followed
their nomenclature.

2 For the bell’s ritual functions, see Dongxuan Lingbao Sandong Fengdao Kejie Yingshi ( (I % R =i ZEIEFIKE ) ), in Daozang

( (iEY ) 24, 1988, p. 752; and Yaoxiu Keyi Jielii Chao ( (EEFMOREESY ) quoting Taizhenke ( {REELY ), in Daozang 6,

1988, p. 429.

Zhang Xunliao and Bai Bin’s judgment on the Taoist nature of tripod-shaped bronze mirrors in the Song Dynasty (960-1279 CE)

is also applicable to bell-shaped bronze mirrors (Zhang and Bai 2006).

* “In the Zhong-Lii tradition, the description of the alchemical practice is generally divided into four stages: (1) Laying the founda-

tions; (2) Refining Essence to transmute it into Breath; (3) Refining Breath to transmute it into Spirit; (4) Refining Spirit to return

to Emptiness.” (fE8! & NPT A4, WITBIRETFRIG NIUABBE: (1) $12E, () HAsfeze,  (G) HARfer,  (4) HapitE. )

(Mu Wang 2011).

There is another view that “Lao Peng” (3£3%) refers to Peng Zu (5/4H), a Taoist immortal famous for longevity and health preser-

vation. Based on the mirror inscription “made by Lao Peng” at that time and the convention of inscribing bronze mirrors, the

author tentatively infers that “Lao Peng” was the name of a bronze mirror caster or a mirror workshop.

®  Liao crane alludes to the story in Tao Qian’s (Miji) Sou Shen Hou Ji ( {###)51i2) ) Volume 1 of the Jin Dynasty: “Ding Lingwei
(T4 B) was originally from eastern Liaoning province. He practiced the Tao at Lingxu Mountain (R 1) and later trans-
formed into a crane and returned to Ligo.” Later generations often used “Ligo crane” to refer to attaining the Tao and becoming
an immortal.

7" For the practice of hanging mirrors during alchemical altar construction, see Dao Shu-Cantong Qi ( (i&HX-Z [F#2) ) Vol. 4, which
mentions mirrors hung in the eight directions; and Gan Qi: The Sixteen-Circuit Golden Elixir ( (/&S +73%4&F1) ), which specifies
the use of an ancient sword and an ancient mirror on a three-tiered altar (Zhou Quanbin & Sheng Kegqi, Integrated Annotations on
Cantong ( {Z[F4E:) ), 2013; Zhang Jiyu, Chinese Daoist Canon ( { FHEIERK) ) Volume 18, 2014).

8 According to The Essentials of Taoist Rituals and Precepts ( (EAEFMUH LYY ), Volume 15: The Fifth Ritual of Coffining and Final
Enclosure ( { NFERFALEE 1) ), Taoists sometimes placed Talisman Mirrors when being buried, which were placed inside the
coffin. (Taoist Canon (iEJK) Volume 6, 1988).
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