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Transition of Chinese Alchemical Doctrines:
A Case Study of Zhouyi Cantong @i
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Abstract

The Zhouyi Cantong Qi [The Seal of the Unity
of the Three], authored by various people of different
periods, is a record of remarkably complex alchemi-
cal processes packed with allusive poetic language
and rich layers of symbols. The text proposes theories
and practices different from former “external alchemy
skills of refining the yellow and the white” (Jindan
Huangbai Shu) stated in the Baopu Zi [The Book of
the Master Who Embraces Spontaneous Nature] and
marks the transition of Chinese alchemical doctrines.
The text is concerned with three different traditions,
namely the “great change” (dayi) and yin-yang reflect-
ed in the Book of Changes (Yijing), inner cultivation
(neiyang) presented in Huang-Lao thought, and the

“furnace fire” (luhuo) of alchemy.

Walking away from complicated luhuo methods
under the “external alchemy skills of refining the yel-
low and the white”, the alchemical discourse of Zhouyi
Cantong Qi simply revolves around Lead and Mercury,
which respectively represent Yang and Yin. The text
puts an emphasis on inner cultivation (neiyang) of
one’s life and believes that is the way for transforma-
tion of nature and returning to the origin of the cosmos.
It uses metaphors and alchemical terms to describe the
development of one’s inner being in the cosmos under
the principles of the “great change” and the modified

furnace model of Lead and Mercury.

The Zhouyi Cantong Qi had led to a major doc-
trinal shift in Chinese alchemy from practices based
on the manipulation of minerals and metals (Waidan,
or external alchemy) to practices focused on primary
constituents of the cosmos and human beings (Neidan,
or internal alchemy). After the Sui and Tang Dynas-
ties, innumerable schools of thought were developed
but almost all schools of thought could be traced back
to the doctrine presented in the Zhouyi Cantong Qi. A

school of thought that particularly stood out was the
Inner Alchemists (Neidan Jia), which later directed the

development of Chinese alchemy.

Keywords: Zhouyi Cantong Qi (The Seal of the Unity
of the Three), Neidan (internal alchemy), Waidan (ex-

ternal alchemy), alchemy
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