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Bathing in the East Well:
The Key Link of Rejuvenating the Cloud-Soul
and Refining the Physical Form

Zhang Mengru

Abstract

In the religious cosmology of the School of Highest Clarity, the celestial
space is divided into the Three Clarities Heavens and the Four Palaces.
The former is where the perfected transcendents reside and the latter is
where the sun and the moon orbit. Starting from the spatial distribution
of the Four Palaces of the sun and the moon, this paper argues that the
astronomical and religious connotations behind the East Well of the
Western Palace are the key to understanding the mechanism of rejuvenating
the cloud-soul and refining the physical form. The name of the Western
Palace is East Well (Dongjing ##), which was derived from the East Well
asterism at the head of the seven constellations of the Vermillion Bird of
the south. The East Well asterism is generally believed to be in charge of
water affairscand can prevent and extinguish fire. However, the School of
Highest Clarity and Lingbao School inherited an underlying esoteric notion
behind the zaojing ¥, or the “pondweed well,” in the roof of Han-
dynasty tombs. This paper argues that the astronomical origin of zaojing is
the East Well. The religious meaning of the “pondweed well with sun and
moon” (H A# ) in the roof of tombs is associated with the process of
the rebirth after death and refining one’s physical form (lianxing #J¥) and
resurrection. A comprehensive examination of early Daoist scriptures from
the fourth and fifth centuries and paintings of Eastern Han tombs reveals:
As the East Well was basked, in turn, in the sun and the moon, the yang
essence (yangjing [545) of the sun and the Yellow Pneuma (huangqi #5)
of the moon merge; as such, the water of the East Well becomes the “water



Bathing in the East Well 117

of life,” which can “cleanse those who go to heaven” and allow the flesh
to grow again on the skeleton of the dead, thus refining the physical form
into transcendent beings.

Keywords: School of Highest Clarity, Lingbao School, East Well, rejuvenating
the cloud-soul, refining the physical form





