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Paper Horses  
A Journey through the Ritual World of Change  

 

 

 
 

The Beast Face and the River of Life shows the birth of the Dream Animals 
from Bright Omens and the harvest of their symbols by the bamboo or book 

shamans.  

 

Stephen Karcher PhD  
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Messengers of Change  

Paper Horses ( mazhang ), also called òspirit-moneyó or òceremonial papersó, 
are traditional wood-cut prints and paper objects offered to the Ghosts and 

Spirits  and the Ancestors  whenever the need to communicate with them 
arises.  Each time they are used ritually, they re -open or re -create the old 

East Asian sacred cosmos.  

 
Preparing the Move  (64) shows a Primal Gate of Change, site of intense ritual 

activity that gathers energy for a major change. It is a campaign into the 
Demon Country and a crossing to the Spring Festival and the Paradise time.  

The Horses carry vivid images shaped by the symbols of Yijing, the Classic of 
Change  and the tradition of ritual artifacts from the old tombs. Empowered 
by burning , these òbrave horsesó cross the threshold between the worlds 

loaded with our desires, problems  and offerings . They express our need to be 
heard by the spirit -world  and call out for a response  with the bold, tireless 

and resolute strength of the Horse Spirits for which they are named.   

 



Paper Horses  

3 
 

Breakthrough  (43) shows the moment when we must make a decision, 
announce it and part from the past. It is a Great Transition that connects us 
with the creative power of the Dragon, cleaning old wounds and bringing the 
hidden to light . 

 

Origins of the Paper Horses  
Along with divination, the Sacred M eal shared with the spirits, the 
veneration of A ncestors and the idea of the Dao or Way, Paper Horses are a 

ubiquitous part of the bedrock religious practice of traditional East Asian 
people . The  Horses have roots in the Neolithic practice of placing cowrie 
shells in the mouth of the corpse as guides  to the other worlds , in the Han 

Dynasty practice of making red and yellow clay replicas of the furniture of 
early royal tombs as funeral offerings and in the Warr ing States 
development of òspeaking picturesó as òguides to the mysteries of the 

Mountains and the Seasó.  

 

Washing the Tokens  (4) shows opening the secret place where the River -
Mountain initiations begin and calling on its spirit forces, the Tiger and 
Dream Fox.  

Through they reflect the traditional reverence for images and words on paper 
and the necessity to sacrifice and feed t he ancestors to connect with the 
time and the Way , t he practice of using Paper Horses in a ritual fashion was 

probably born out of the early split in traditional Chinese culture between 
the figure of the Confucian Scholar -Bureaucrat  and his sense of moral 

rectitude and social norms and the Wu, the mediums, shamans and their 
art of individually òtalking with the ghosts -and -spiritsó to renew contact with 
the world of the Ancestors .  

Here is a comment on the c onflict from a thinker named  Mozi (c.400 BCE ), 

who also advo cated property held in common, universal love  and logical 
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thinking and developed extremely effective methods of defending cities from 
the siege -attacks of greedy warlords:  

One day Wu Ma -zi asked Mo -zi: Which are wiser, the Ghosts and 
Spirits ( guishen ) or the Sages (loved by Confucius)? Mo -zi said: The 

Ghosts and Spirits are wiser than the Sages by as much as the sharp -
eared and keen -sighted surpass the deaf and blind.  

 
In China, the origin of this conflict is associated with the close o f the 
Warring States period (c. 400 - 226 BCE ) and the rise of the Han Dynasty 

(c.200 BCE -220 CE), Chinaõs first Imperial regime. The Warring States period 
in China was a time of constant civil war, radical social change, 

destabilization and suffering, an axial age  in which existing structures fe ll 
apart. It is also considered the golden age of Chinese philosophy, the most 
creative period in the culture.  Many of the conflicts in this period were 

based in what I call bad blood  ð the blood of animal and human sacrifices 
used to feed the Ancestor spirits and the war machines of the aristocratic 

clans and the hatreds and social pol arization that resulted.   

Here is a description of the end of this period, taken from a later Daoist text, 

the Huainanzi : 

In later generations, the [warring] states set up clan differences ... 
raising armies and attacking one another. When they laid siege t o cities 
they slaughtered mercilessly, overthrowing the nobles and threatening 

the innocent. They dug up burial mounds and scattered the bones of 
the dead ... Out of a hundred who advanced, only one would return.  

In these circumstances, the able -bodied and light -footed were made 
armored soldiers [fighting] a thousand li  away, while family elders and 

feeble ones remained at home, sad and sick at heart. Menials and 
stable grooms pushed carts and distributed rations a long endless roads 
in biting frost and snow, and their coarse felt clothing did not cover 

them. Others, exhausted, their carts falling to pieces and road mud 
reaching up to their knees, pulled one another along highways. They 

struggled  with their heads on the road, fell prostrate on the crossbar of 
their wagons and died.  

What the expression òannex the states and appropriate the landó meant 
was several hundred thousand dead bodies and smashed chariots ... 
The world finally reached a point where people used h uman skulls as 

headrests, ate human flesh, pickled human livers, drank human blood, 
and relished these more than the flesh of grass and grain -fed animals.  

The Warring States period is considered the golden age of Chinese 
philosophy, the most creative p erio d in the culture, but the burst of creative 

activity occurred against this ever-darkening background. The great 
question for all was : What is the way ( Dao)? How was it lost? What is the 

way to save ourselves and our culture?  The individual use of the divin ation 
system called Zhouyi  or Yijing  grew out of this breakdown. The Masters who 
developed this Way of Change actually introduced something quite new, but 
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they described it as the re -invention of something very old. They affirmed a 
radical faith in the exp erience of a helping spirit ( shen ) and developed 

specific techniques to contact or constellate  it, using as image the practices 
of the ancient wu , the mediums and shamans.  

 

59:60 Dispersing and Articulating displays the sacrifice of an old identity that 
dissolves obstacles between the spirit and the human worlds, revealing key 
moments where we can articulate the river of time into the shape of a new 
life for all. It is a Zone  of Radical Transformation when the Ghost River (29) 

flows through the Opened Heart (61) and is purified.  

It was here t hat the Paper Horses were born . To illustrate the  nature of this 

birth Iõd like to look at another Warring States ritual invention , the Straw 
Dog. Straw Dogs were a kind of simulacrum that took the place of blood 

sacrifice. They were òtwisted togetheró in a characteristic gesture, a gesture 
that shifted the entire divinatory and ritual system. To the extent this 
phrase has passed into English it refers to a false target or decoy . I n both 

languages it carries the sense of a stand -in, marker or messenger, 
something false but true. Straw D ogs are sacrificial images  twisted together 

for the occasion and offered to the spirits as messengers  that take  things 
across the gates. This sort of gesture , the artful twisting together of a 
moment  independent of its personal content  represent s a move that is also a 

fraud, a simulacrum that opens the subtle body.  

The most famous literary mention of Stra w Dogs is in the Daodejing  or Way -

Power Classic. It relies on a philosophical contrast between the central value 
of the Confucian Sage ( ren/ humanity ) and the Daoist view of the Myriad 

Living Beings as òStraw Dogs.ó  

Heaven -and -Earth is not humane ( ren / Confucian virtue)  
It uses the Myriad Creatures like Straw D ogs. 
The Sage-Mind is not humane.  

It thinks of the Myriad Creatures as Straw D ogs. 
Now the space between Heaven and Earth is like a bellows.  
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Empty, it never fails. Work it and the winds come.  
Making laws with windy words quickly exhausts you.  

Better to keep the òemptyó in your heart.  

The Straw Dog  is an empty gesture, twisted together  for a moment. It 

represents an emptied mind and an opened heart, freed of conventional and 
bureaucratic struct ures of reality and the moral conventions of 

institutionalized òhumanityó.  

 
47:48 Confining and the Well displays the secret inner connections that lead 
a noble out of the spiritual oppression of a corrupt system through a return to 

human community, a common source of strength or life -water that all rely on.   

The òimitationó the Paper Horses represent has deep religious significance. It 

affirms that the images of this world are the spirit body of the other world. 
Individual use of the Paper Horses represents a continual return of the old 
spirit world, freed from the corpse of bureaucratic structures, theological 

erections  and the social machines of war. The lesson is that images please 
the spirits. Bad blood and òwindy wordsó do not. 
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23:24 Stripping and Returning displays the process of stripping away the old 
within and the consequent return or re -entrance of the spirit that renews life.   

The ritual use of the Paper Horses reflects this individual return to the heart 
of Change. They were seen as òspirit-moneyó that repays the debt of life 
contracted at birth that could be used to intervene in a crisis, òrepaying the 

Debt and restoring Good Fortuneó. They were offered to gods, ghosts and 
ancestors through burning ( huohua or  fire change ) as a ògestureó that 
substitutes for the literalizatio n of bad blood. The jing -qi or essence -energy 
of the images activated in the other world by the fire -change allowed the 
individual to negotiate the credit limits of their in dividual Ming  or Destiny. 

These images support  the other world as the blood of sacrifice  once 
supported the Ancestors and insured the continued flow of blessings or fu .  

 
The Blessing  (42) shows the culmination of the Rang Ritual of giving away, 
when the  Ancestors grant their stream of blessings.  

This ritual use is grounded in the willingne ss to give away our certainties, 

our goods , our persona and our rational knowledge and power . It is what re -
opens the old sacred cosmos.  
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The Offering  (41) shows the beginning of the Rang Ritual of giving away. The 
old character shows two open hands, a reverential bow, a cauldron or sacred 
vessel and a circle that indicates empty, hollow , an offering of and to 
emptiness.  

The Numinous Turtle  and the  Sacred Mountain  

Paper Horses are traditionally offered in a stone bowl in a temple precinct 
that is filled with the a shes of the ir  previous generations . Th is simple 
offering to emptiness opens a complex imaginative landscape , the old sacred 

cosmos or temenos  that act ed as a place of close encounter with the spirit 
world . This sacred cosmos has the shape of the Ling  gui , the Numinous 

Turtle  who swims the endless seas of the Way or Dao  and sponsors the 
oracles . The Fu-sang  or Sun Tree li es to the E ast; the Ruo or Moon Tree is in 

the far W est. Each of these magical Trees has a pool at its base in which 
Sun -Mothers and Moon -Mothers bathe the Suns and the Moons.  

 
31:32 Conjoining and Persevering display the process through which spirit 
enters and influences the human world, offering omens that, when given an 

enduring form, help the heart endure on the voyage of life.  

The Ghost River on which Suns and Moons make their hidden journeys of 

transformation through  the Yellow Springs and the Land of the Dead 
connects the two Trees , making them o ne great World Tree  called  the Bushy 

Mulberry . Above all is the  upper shell of the Numinous Turtle , Sky  or 
Heaven and the Great Bear or Dipper , the star constellation that holds the 
court of Shang Di , the Lord Above  and the  Royal Ancestors  who bestow the 

Fates on all things.  Below is the Turtleõs lower shell, the square Earth  with 
Four Hidden Lands at its corners from  which the Hidden Winds blow, 

carry ing the spirits into the All  Under Heaven , the world we live in . Th is 
entire cosmos revolves around the Sacred Mountain  that connects Heaven, 
Earth and the rushing Ghost River beneath .  


