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Traveling along the Taishan pilgrimage in China
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Taishan is one of sacred five mountains 7i.{% in Shandongsheng. At first, the god of Taishan was
Tongyedadi H{F K4 , but after the middle of the Ming period (1368-1644), more people started to
believe in the goddess, Bixiayuanjun FEit# and increasingly more people embarked on
pilgrimages. It is said that Bixiayuanjun helps to cure illnesses and to help women get pregnant.
People went to Taishan not just to worship Tongyedadi, but also to worship Yunu %%, who is
believed to have been called Bixiayuanjun when the Ming period began.

During the late 15th century, Bixiayuanjun on Taishan received the protection of the Imperial court
and become a place of faith. With this support, mausoleums of Bixiayuanjun were constructed all
over China and such places became sacred sites for the people in the surrounding area to worship
at.

During the Qing dynasty (1644-1912) attempts were made to make sure people continued to be
devoted to Bixiayuanjun and so protection was given and devotion shown just like during the Ming
dynasty. People making pilgrimages to Taishan increased from the latter half of the 15th century
and by the end of the 16th century the annual number has reached 800,000. Most of them
traveled in groups called xianghui 7<% and some of them consisted only of women. Most
pilgrimages were carried out between New Year's and April and many began their journey in the
farming village in Shandongsheng , east part of Henansheng and north part of Hebeisheng.

After pilgrims reported their departure to their local Bixiayuanjun, they would put a small shrine
containing a statue of Bixiayuanjun on their back, would stop to pray at shrines containing
Bixiayuanjun along the way and proceed to Taishan. They would stay the night at an inn at the foot
of Taishan, and after they had paid a duty %&#i , they would leave the inn in the early dawn to climb
the mountain. When they reached the summit, they would worship Bixiayuanjun. Those who had
wished to have a child and were able to have one presented a doll of a child, and those who were
cured of an eye problem presented a pattern of an eye.

When the pilgrims reached the bottom of the mountain they would have a banquet at the inn, and
when they reached their home village they would report their safe return to Bixiayuanjun. As
subjects of further study I would like to clarify the conditions when Bixiayuanjun appeared and
compare the pilgrimage to Taishan and the Shikoku henro.
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