
The Sword Scripture: 
Recovering and Interpreting a Lost 4th-Century 
Daoist Method for Cheating Death*

Robert Ford Campany

Abstract

This article undertakes a new interpretation of the Shangqing text known 
as the Sword Scripture, which has survived in fragments. It argues that the 
scripture prescribed a classic sort of method of shijie or “escape by means 
of a simulated corpse.” It also presents a theory as to why such a method 
would have been recommended to the earliest recipients of the Shangqing 
revelations despite the fact that the scripture does not promise that the 
practice it teaches would lead to Perfected status for practitioners.

Keywords: Daoism, Sword Scripture, Shangqing, shijie, performance

《道教研究學報：宗教、歷史與社會》第六期（2014）
Daoism: Religion, History and Society, No. 6 (2014), 33–84

Robert Ford Campany is Professor of Asian Studies and Religious Studies, 
Vanderbilt University, Nashville, Tennessee, USA.

* My thanks to Terry Kleeman for inviting me to the Erlangen workshop in which 
this paper was first presented and for helpful suggestions on its content; to the 
Internationales Kolleg für Geisteswissenschaftliche Forschung at the Universität 
Erlangen-Nuremberg and its excellent faculty and staff for hosting the 
workshop; and to colleagues there and at Vanderbilt University who commented 
on the paper in its early stages. Special, heartfelt thanks to Steve Bokenkamp for 
patiently and generously discussing with me many difficult matters concerning 
Shangqing texts as well as for his many suggestions.

The C
hinese

 U
nive

rsi
ty 

Pres
s: C

op
yr

igh
ted

 M
ate

ria
ls




