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Chahg San-feng and the Ming Emperors

(A Summary)

S. H. Wong

Chang San-feng was a Taoist master who flourished tetween the Yen-yu period
(1314-1320) of the yiian dynasty and the fifteenth year of the reign of Ming
Emperor Ch’eng-tsu (1417). The biographical accounts of Chang San-feng can be
found in important historical compilations, such as the Ming-shih, local histories of
the Ming dynasty, literary notes written by Ming writers and collections of biographies
of immortals. The earliest extant record of Chang’s life is possibly that fouud
in the T ai-yiieh-r’ai-ho-shan chih compiled by Jen Tzu-ylian during the reign of Ming
Emperor Hsilantsung (reigned 1426-1435). In all these records there is the mention
of the search for Chang San-feng by the two Taoist-inclined Ming emperors—
(reigned 1403-1424).

=

San-fer “might te based on two
possible grounds. ous cé:md attracted to the fame of
Chang San-feng. Secondly, the aged sovereign wanted to obtain the elixir of life
from the Taoist’ “inasfer. As for the motives behind the earnest search for Chang
San-feng by Emperor Ch’eng-tsu, they are more politically related. Emperor Ch’eng-
tsu used the search as a pretext to cover his real intention of investigating the
whereabouts of his deposed nephew, Emperor Chien-wan (reigned 1399-1402). That
Emperor Ch’eng-tsu should decide to single out Chang San-feng from among the
numerous Taoist figures as his object is that he was cspecially attracted to San-feng.
From available source material we can see that the Emperor was sincere in inviting
San-feng to court, a mission which took over ten years. He even ordered the buil-

ding of a Taoist altar at Moung Wu-tang to honour San-feng There are three

is pérsonal admiration
,ASU k God), whom both
ziddtatlon. Thxrdly, Emperor Ch’eng-tsu, like

reasons why Emperor Ch’eng—tsu should seek San«fen‘
for San-feng. Se '
San-feng and himse

Emperor T’ai-tsu, wa ‘to see if San-feng had any miracvlous cure for sickness. The



<124 -

search stoppéd after the fifteenth year of the Yung-lo period (1417), perbhaps the
Emperor had learned that the Taoist had passed away.

Both Emperor T’ai-tsu’and Emperor Ch’eng-tsu failed in their attempts to invite
San-feng to court. Although some of San-feng’s biographies as found in local his-
tories and literary notes depict the meeting of San-feng with the emperors, yet such
accounts are unfounded and should be treated as tales woven round the mysterious
San-feng. Also, in some records San-feng is said to have ap
1457-1464), an to have had honours,
Em lgned 1465-1487), Emperor Shih-tsung
and Emp reigned 1621-1627). Again, all these
Y reﬁz{ble historical sources and were very probably later

ed during the Tien-

shun period of Emperor Ying-tsung (reigngél

bestowed on him
(reigned 1522-
cannot be supp@

n-tsung

mr@@ H

fabrications. ,

In some sources, San-feng is associated with Prince Hsien of Szechuan (d. 1423),
the eleventh son of Emperor T’ai-tsu during the later years of the Hung-wu reign
(1368-1398). The authentictity of this anecdote is still open to investigation.




