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The Group of Alchemists in the Western Han
Dynasty and the Completion of Biography of
the Immortals

%
Deng, Guo-Jun

Abstract

In the early Western Han dynasty, two groups of alchemists formed around Emperor
Wau of the Han dynasty and King Liu An of Huainan. The alchemists of the Western Han
dynasty were the primary authors and disseminators of fairy tales. The name of
“Biography of Lie Xian,” the types of characters in the stories, and the academic thoughts
reflected throughout the book are all related to the activities of alchemists during the era
of Emperor Wu. During the reign of Emperor Xuan of the Han dynasty, he “learned the
stories of Emperor Wu” and increasingly adopted the ideas of alchemists. Liu took the
opportunity to present the “Secretary book of Hongbaoyuan in the pillow,” written by
Huainan scholars, to Emperor Xuan, who then appointed him “in charge of prescriptions
and castings.” However, Liu was imprisoned and nearly executed several times due to his
failure to “make gold.”

Afterwards, although Liu turned to study “Guliang chungiu,” his works, such as

“Hong Fan Wuxingzhuanlun,” still revealed certain ideological tendencies toward

* Associate Professor, College of Chinese Culture, Center for Chinese Traditional Culture and
Guizhou Regional Culture Research, Guizhou University, China.
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alchemy. When Emperor Cheng of the Han dynasty revived interest in the stories of
immortals, Liu was ordered to collate the royal books. Drawing on the stories of immortals
passed down by local scholars, as well as the works of novelists and alchemy works he
had encountered, he used the method of “tidy stories” and compiled them into a book. His
son, Liu Xin, may have assisted with part of the work.

In the academic and cultural context of the Western Han dynasty, the cultural
connection between the subject matter and content of “The biography of immortals” and
the “secret books” stored in the palace. Liu was convicted of “golden making” and refused
to talk about his book. This may be the main reason why “Hanshu Yiwenzhi,” which was
composed of “Records” and “Qilue,” did not include “Biographies of immortals.”

As for the extant praises in each biography of “The biography of immortals™ and the
“general praise” of the whole book, the cited documents such as “Xiaojing Yuanshen qi”
and the “Daoguan Huang Ting,” along with other culturally significant phrases in the text,
clearly indicate that they were written at a later date. Based on historical records such as
“Suishu Jingjizhi,” it is generally credible that the work was authored by Guo Yuanzu of

the Jin dynasty.

Keywords: The biography of immortals, alchemist, Liu Xiang, compilation
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