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Master Zhao Bichen (#% i ) also known as Zhao
Yizi (# — F) was a much renowned practitioner
of neidan (A #+) — a term which literally translates
into English as ‘internal medicine’, with the word
dan (#}) actually referring to a ‘red’ medicinal
powder or ointment — or more specifically a ‘red
pill’ (cinnabar). Within the context it refers to the
practice of ‘internal developmental medicine’ and
as a consequence, is often rendered into English as
Daoist ‘alchemy’ or ‘yoga'. The practices themselves
are designed to transform the inner mind and
body so that a calm expansive (and permanently
restorative) awareness permeates the physical body
and transforms it at the cellular level. Such an
achievement is referred to as the attainment of
‘immortality’ — which is the eventual objective of
all Daoist paths regardless of the differences and
peculiarities of each lineage or school.

The term ‘immortality’ is pronounced xian ({l1)
and is written as a person living on a mountain.
However, exactly the same word (xian) can be
written using “/&’, which depicts a person in the
act of climbing — literally ascending through effort.
Collectively these two ideograms refer both to the
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specific act or practice of internal development
(neidan), and the achievement of the highest Daoist
objective, which is the acquisition of spiritual and
physical immortality (xian). Immortality is often
equated with longevity or the act of living a very
long physical existence before transforming into a
purely spiritual essence at the point of death of the
human body. Death in this instance is conquered as
the dying process is transformed into a facility for
the refinement of the ¢i energy frequency, or ‘vital
force’ (associated with the breath) which defines
existence. For the Immortal, death is not the end
of existence, but merely a means of ascending to a
higher plane of being. In the popular imagination,
however, the concept of immortality has often been
taken literally and interpreted to refer to the notion
of the attainment of a permanent physical existence.
This viewpoint, although acknowledging a certain
spiritual aspect to the attainment of immortality,
nevertheless, tends to limit the notion to purely
physical attainment. This viewpoint that defines
immortality as the attainment of the state of a
permanent, physical longevity, is inspired in part
by the fact that many Daoist masters lived to a very



A photo of Master Zhao Bichen taken around 1933

old age, still able to perform impressive physical and
spiritual feats in the process.

It is clear, however, from the study of Daoist
literature that the concept of ‘immortality’, although
often hidden, or obscured within an array of
bewildering instructional metaphor and allegory,
is actually referring to an inner process of spiritual
development that transforms the mind and body
through breath control, visualisation, physical
exercise, and the imbuing of specific medicinal
compounds. Daoist practices can emphasize the use
of the body, but only in relation to the perfection
of the mind. The body is never exclusively trained
without the mind being taken into account. Indeed,
the wisdom that defines the structure of Daoist
philosophy and practice originates within the
mind itself, a mind that has been fully realised, and
therefore transformed into a profound wisdom. For
the accomplished immortal, the mind and body
are transformed into a state of ‘oneness’, whilst for
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the ordinary being who has not been through the
neidan process of cultivation, the mind and body
appear separate and distinct. From the unenlightened
position, an immortal appears to live a very long
time, but for the immortal, time and space in the
conventional sense, no longer has any meaning.
The refinement of 4i is so precise and subtle that
the immortal’s mind and body appears to give rise
to all sorts of miraculous feats. Popular literature
has tended to focus upon these miraculous feats at
the expense of the intricacies of the neidan practice
itself. The state of immortality is the realisation of
enlightenment itself — with apparently miraculous
feats, (such as long life), being merely expedient by-
products of this state. In this respect, the cultivation
of Daoist immortality does not go beyond the correct
cultivation of vitality and spirit.

Zhao Bichen is a name that means Zhao Avoid
Dust’ — with “Zhao’ being an old Chinese family
name that implies a ‘man who walks’. In Western






