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Research on the Edition, Formation, and Images of the
Frontispieces to the Daozang

Wan, Chui-ki Maggie

Department of Fine Arts
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

The Daozang of the Ming dynasty is the only extant complete Daoist canon
compiled in the imperial period of China. It comprises a maximum of 512 boxes with
a frontispiece preceding the first volume of each box. The frontispiece, having two
editions, depicts over 170 deities representing the imperially sanctioned Daoist pantheon
and images of deities of the fifteenth century. It is an important visual material for the
study of religious printing and Daoist belief of the Ming court. This article argues that the
frontispiece to the Daozang was the outcome of the imperial endeavor to compile and
print great collections of religious classics in early Ming times. Its design incorporates
visual elements from the Buddhist and Daoist traditions to establish Daozang as the
authoritative corpus of Daoist scriptures. Its composition shows how the inner court
editions of religious prints had inherited the characteristics of frontispieces to Buddhist
canons of the Yuan dynasty. The grouping, arrangement, and pictorial forms of deities
and immortals on the frontispiece, on the one hand, point to its dependence on the
traditional murals in such temples as the Yongle Palace; on the other hand, the choice of
depicting certain deities on the frontispiece demonstrates its close connection with Shao
Yizheng, the chief editor who oversaw the completion of the Ming Daozang, and the
devotion of the Ming imperial court to thunder rituals.

Keywords: Daozang, frontispiece, woodblock print, Shao Yizheng, pantheon
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