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Local Daoism of the Song Dynasty (960-1279):
Guangdong Daoist Temples, Altars and Monasteries

Chi Tim Lai

Department of Cultural and Religious Studies and Centre for Studies of Daoist Culture,

Chinese University of Hong Kong

This article takes the area of Guangzhou during the Song dynasty (960-1279) as a
case study for an examination of the development of Daoism during this period. The
history of the Daoist temples, altars and monasteries is investigated in the city of
Guangzhou and its eight counties with regard to the development of the economy and
population of the Pearl River Delta region during the Song era.

Based mainly on the Guangzhou Gazetteer Guangzhou zhi (EEE) dated from the
Ming dynasty Chenghua (5%1L) period (1465-1487), we find that during the Chenghua era
there existed four Daoist temples and four Daoist altars preserved from the Tang dynasty in
the various counties of Guangzhou. Furthermore, new Daoist sites were built during the
Song period, including seven temples, fifteen altars and one monastery.

The article examines Guangzhou and its eight counties in relation to the economy,
population and overall development of the area, thus providing a deeper understanding of
the dissemination of the worship of Daoist deities in local society. It was not only through
the granting of titles and government authorization that such beliefs developed. Rather,
local society also took on an active role by establishing privately owned Daoist places of
worship.

The Chenghua Guangzhou zhi documents details of the Daoist temples, altars and
monasteries of Guangzhou and its eight counties from the Song until the Ming dynasty. It
is generally believed that the management and construction of Daoist buildings were only
carried out according to the official process of granting titles and legitimacy by the Song
government. The article, however, demonstrates that some temples existed without the
approval of the court and were built privately. This shows the popularization of Daoism
among the local population. And, the actual number of locally built Daoist temples should

not be underestimated.
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The analysis of a locality far away from the central government provides a glimpse
into the development of Daoism in Guangzhou in a period that saw the emperors of the
Song venerating Daoism and pushing people toward virtue using the treat of final
retribution. This paper may serve as an indicator of the local development of the economy,
population and urbanization; as well as the basis for further analysis such as a comparison

with the development of Buddhist or popular local temples.

Keywords: Guangzhou Daoism, Song dynasty Daoism, Daoist temples and altars,

Song dynasty Guangzhou city, Chenghua Guangzhou zhi
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