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The Change of the Hill Censer:
On the Meanings of Dong Ruo-Yu’s “Feiyan Xiangfa™

Yang, Chien-kuo®

Abstract: In ancient times, there was neither incense nor censer; there
was the hill censer since the Western Han (202 B.C.E-23 C.E). The shape
of the censer is like miniature mountains, surrounded by plate that holds
water. The image was taken from the fairy mountains in the sea. As the
incense was burned, the smoke filled the air, making one feel beyond the
mundane world. Dong Yue (1620-1686) in the latter period of the Ming
dynasty then became a monk, away from the crowds, after the Battle of
Beijing (1644). Meanwhile, he authored “Feiyan Xiangfa”, changing
the burning incense to steaming incense. Then he designed a new censer,
called “the Change of the Hill Censer.” As for the change of the incense
method, the past studies mostly discussed it within the framework of
the Ming survivor in the Qing dynasty, or regarded it as a treatment
to heal his melancholy, or as an expression made for his sorrows
of the destruction of Ming dynasty. Moreover, some contended that

the change from burning incense to steaming incense seems to recall the
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image of burning the incense, which is tantamount to the image of the
fire of the country’s demise. The aforementioned statements made by
earlier studies are plausible and valid, but as we further examine the text
of Feiyan Xiangfa, we can contend that it is not likely so as the earlier
contention suggests. As for the change of incense method, the most
concerned contention is “the sense of body” and “the need of body.”
Only by steaming incense rather than burning incense can one achieve
the harmony between body and mind, or in [-Ching’s words, water above
the fire, and the balance between water and fire through the hardship. The
adaptation of body and mind serves as the key to “the steaming of the
incense rather than the burning of the incense” in Feiyan Xiangfa. Hence,
this paper aims to explore the framework of the text of Feiyan Xiangfa,
and attempts to elucidate the implications from the changes of incense

method and the “change of the Hill Censer.”

Keywords: Dong Yue, Feiyan Xiangfa, change of the Hill Censer,
Shentigan
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