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The Yellow Emperor in Taoist Records of Divinities

Cheng Suchun
Associate Professor of General Education Center,
Tung Nan Institute of Technology

Abstract

The Yellow Emperor, Gongsun Xuanyuan, is the first Emperor in the History of Five
Emperors in the Shiji (Records of History). He is also the first Emperor who ascended via Daoist
practice. According to the history, after defeating the Emperor Yan, Shennong, and killing Chiyou,
he became the ruler (the son of the Heaven). In the Liexian Zhuan (Legends of Divinities), Liu
Xiang (77 BC-8 BC) regards Xuanyuan as a Emperor, who achieved great accomplishments and
deeds. In Daoist records from the Tang, Song, and Yuan Dynasty, experiences from his learning
and practice of Daoism leading to his ascension were revealed as well.

This essay on the Yellow Emperor was written for the seminar of “Religious Wisdom and the
Wise”, held by the Department of Religious Studies, Fu Jen Catholic University. The Yellow
Emperor is the focus of the essay mainly because even now he is a living character for most
people who identify with Chinese culture, and consider themselves as his descendants. Through the
history of the Yellow Emperor, they come to know the lives of their elders, and learn from their
ancient experience. By casting the light on the Yellow Emperor, philosophers of religion try to seek
answers to questions of life and death from his life Their ultimate concern is to explore the truth of
life. Representing the wisdom of life, the words of the Emperor, embody morality and praxis, while
he is employed as the symbol of wisdom. The legend of the Yellow Emperor, though half-real and
half-fictitious, has a great influence on the religious life.

Since the deeds of the Yellow Emperor of Daoists are partly history, partly myth, the essay
can not be conceived of as a historical study or mythological research. It is research into Daoism.
The article refers to the Guang Huangdi Benxing Ji (The General Records of Yellow Emperor) in
the Tang Dynasty, the Yunji Qi Qian (Seven Lots of Cloud Notes) in the Song Dynasty, the Lishi
Zhenxian Tidao Tongjian (The General Study of Divinities’ Dao-Experiencing ), and other
historical texts. It is divided into three parts: the biography of the Yellow Emperor; his inventions
and political accomplishments and the story of his learning the Dao and ascending to heaven,
including his political career and religious involvement and his role in inheriting and passing on the
knowledge of Daoist practice in the history.

Keywords: Yellow Emperor, Daoist Records of Divinities, Record of Xuanyuan, Records of Five
Emperors



