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The Paper Horses are limited series woodblock seriographs ritually printed on 

Chinese paper that contain a bit of the magic of the old sacred cosmos. The 
images are taken from artifacts that have emerged from the old tombs and 

modeled on figures from Yijing, the Classic of Change.  

The Paper Horses are part of the bedrock religious practice of traditional East 

Asian people. The ritual use of Paper Horses was felt to support the Ancestors 
and insure the continued flow of their blessings. They open a pathway in the 

imagination to what Eastern Sages call the Source of Being, the Dao or Way.  

The majority of the Horses in this catalogue, and the wood blocks used in 

printing them, were made about 8 years ago, when I was first working on the 
Guideways translation and investigating the mysteries of the Pairs and the 

Crossline Omens. I was living in Denmark at the time and had just returned from 
a series of initiations with two sangomas in South Africa. One winter night, with 
the bare trees whisking across the windows and the full moon shining on the 

snow, I was visited by my departed Mothers and Grandmothers. Who announced 
that they had a job for me – the creation of these Paper Horses. I of course said 

that I knew nothing about making these kinds of things. Their reply was quite 
simple: “Then you’d better learn.”   

The originals of most of these Horses are available for sale. Prices range from $50 

- $350. If you are interested, please contact me directly.   
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Paper Horses: The Catalogue 

Gates of Change (1:2) 28 x 50 in. 

 
1:2 Gates of Change shows the the Dragon and the Dark Animal Goddess, the Two-
Leafed Gate of Change that creates the patterns of generation and return through which 
all creatures pass.     

 
Dragon/Creator Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
1 Inspiring Force/Dragon QIAN 
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Creative energy, dynamic power that guides and inspires; persist, endure, untiring; the 
shape-changer, the rainmaker, the yang force awakening life, the daimon who brings the 
protection of the Ancestors, the power of the inner images; the key, the male sexual 

organ. 

 
Flying Dragon in the Heavens (1) 18 x 32 in.  

 
Flying Dragon in the Heavens shows the daimon who brings the protection of the 
Ancestors, awakening their inner images that appear bright against the dark night sky. 

Dark Animal Goddess/Midwife Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
2 Field/Yielding KUN 

Nourish, provide for, serve, give birth to, bear fruit; gentle, receptive, welcoming, 
adaptable; the Dark Animal Goddess, the power that gives all things form; the Mare, the 

Mothers, the Earth Altar, the Moon, the servant; the flow, the female sexual organ.   
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3:4 Sprouting and Enveloping/Hidden Spirits 20 x 24 in.  

 

3:4 Sprouting and Enveloping shows the emergence of the world we live in, the All-Under-
Heaven, and the secret growth of a new being within it, hidden and nurtured by the 

“covered sky”. 

 

4 Enveloping  14 x 16 in.  

 
4 Enveloping shows the opening of a secret place where the River-Mountain initiation 

begins and calling on its spirit forces, the Tiger and Dream Fox. 
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5 Dreaming in the Stream 16 x 14 in.  

 
5 Dreaming in the Stream shows dreaming in the temple hidden in the Burning Water, 
with a spirit visitor arriving who opens the gates to the spirit.  

 
7:8 Legions and the New Group 18 x 32 in.  

 
7:8 Legions and the New Group shows the opening of the gates of war that leads to the 
emergence of a new group and a new dispensation that re-unites human culture with the 
spirit world.   
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9:10 Gathering the Ghosts and Meeting the Tiger 18 x 28 in.  

 
9:10 Gathering the Ghosts and Meeting the Tiger shows gathering of the scattered parts of 
the soul and stepping out to encounter the powerful spirit of the Tiger to receive a new 

destiny given by Heaven.    

 
11 Pervading Blessing  10 x 36 in.  

 

11 Pervading Blessing shows the ritual when the New King sacrifices on the Great 
Mountain, bringing blessings that run down its slopes to bring new life and prosperity. It 
is a fertile connection between Heaven and Earth. 
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13:14 The Gathering and the Great Omen 20 x 24 in.  

 
13:14 The Gathering and the Great Omen shows the festivals that bring people together to 
meet incoming spirits and the Great Being that emerges from them through whom 

blessings will flow.   

 

15:16 Grey Rat and the Elephant Mind  20 x 34 in.  

 
15:16 Grey Rat and the Elephant Mind shows the omen animals who control the flow of 
energy in the unconscious world and release the power of the Ancestral images: the Grey 
Rat who activates the animal powers of the psyche and the Elephant who opens the mind 
of the great symbols.   
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17:18 Following the Spirit and Renovating Corruption  16 x 36 in.  

 
17:18 Following the Spirit and Renovating Corruption shows a conjunction of the  
shamanic powers that releases a flow of inspiring new energy that enables the cleansing 
and renovation of our inner parental and ancestral images.     

 

19:20 Nearing and Viewing: Making an Ancestor  18 x 28 in.  
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19:20 Making an Ancestor shows the rituals of mourning and praise that turn the spirit 
of a deceased parent into an ancestor and the careful observation of the omens of the 

new spirit’s manifestation.  

 

21:22 Brides and Tiger Braves  16 x 30 in.  

 
21:22 Brides and Tiger Braves shows male and female initiation rituals, biting through 
obstacles to union at the sacred meal and a wedding procession that brings home a new 

bride to renew the ancestral house.  

23:24 Stripping the Corpse and the Return of the Spirit  12 x 28 in.  
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23:24 Stripping the Corpse and the Return of the Spirit shows the ritual of stripping away 
the old within to enable the return of the spirit that renews life.  

25:26 Disentangling and Accumulating the Spirit  20 x 34 in.  

 

25:26 Disentangling and Accumulating the Spirit shows the process of disentangling from 
the cultural ghosts that haunt old tombs and institutions and nurturing the Great spirit 

of the new through contact with the old sources and oracle books.     

27:28 Tiger’s Mouth and Great Transition  16 x 28 in.  

 
27:28 Tiger’s Mouth and Great Transition shows the initiatory ordeal that transforms the 
soul, correcting the sources of nourishment and conferring the power to become a true 
individual.   

 



12 
 

27 Strange Attractor/Tiger’s Mouth  18 x 30 in.  

 
Strange Attractor/Tiger’s Mouth (27) shows the initiation ordeal that renews the sources 
of literal and spiritual nourishment through contact with the Tiger who devours the 

corruption of the past.  

 

28 Great Transition  18 x 36 in.   

 
28 Great Transition shows the critical passage when we free ourselves from stereotypes, 
conventions and corrupt institutions to emerge as a true individual.  
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29 Entering the Water  18 x 24 in.  

 

29 Entering the Water shows the entrance to the River of Souls where we contact and 
open ourselves to the Ancestor spirits to ask for their blessings. 

 
29 Ghost River/Navigator Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
29 Ghost River/Repeating the Pit XI KAN 

A critical time or test; a dangerous place, a hole, cavity, hollow, snare, trap, grave; 
midnight, winter, black rushing water; confront your fear, face the danger, collect your 
forces, take the plunge, rise to the challenge; the Ghost World and the Navigator or 
Ghost Dancer, a powerful shaman or Wu who helps to establish the Inner Axis of 

Change.  
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29:30 Fire-Water Axis 12 x 32 in.  

 
29:30 Ghost River and Bright Omens shows the fundamental powers of Fire and Water 
establishing the Inner Axis of Change that recharges our existence with meaning and 

energy by redeeming the Ancestral images. 

 
30 Bright Omens/Visionary Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
30 Radiance/Bright Omens LI 

Light, warmth, awareness, brightness; illuminate, discriminate, articulate, see clearly 
and spread the light; join with, adhere to, meet with, encounter partners by chance; a 
mandate, omen or sign from Heaven, the Bright Omen that reveals the presence of the 
spirit in all things; a powerful Wu or Intermediary, the Visionary who helps establish the 
Inner Axis of Change.      
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31:32 Fixing the Omen/Sun and Moon 20 x 28 in.  

 
31:32 Fixing the Omen/Sun and Moon shows 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.  

 
33:34 Retiring and Invigorating Strength 20 x 34 in.  

 
33:34 Retiring and Invigorating Strength shows the interchange between a retreat to the 
Mountain Shrine and its Hidden Sages and the emergence of the dynamic energy of the 

powerful archaic ancestor Wang Hai.  
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35:36 Recognition and the Dangerous Journey  20 x 34 in.  

 
35:36 Recognition and the Dangerous Journey shows the connection between being 
publicly recognized and charged with a mission and the difficult journey through the 

demon country it entails, that leads to release from suffering and a new light.  

 

37:38 Shaman of the Shadows 26 x 24 in.  

 
37:38 Shaman of the Shadows shows the conflict between the safety of the hearth fire 
and family and the dangers of the wilderness and the spirit world that surrounds it. It is 
the dangerous journey necessary to change this conflict to fertile tension through dealing 
with the shadow. 
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39 Opening the Stone Doors 14 x 32 in.  

 
39 Opening the Stone Doors shows the culmination of the River-Mountain initiation, 
opening the doors to the Ancestors who are held in the great Elephant Mind of the 

symbols and giving their stories a place in our lives.  

39:40 Delivering the Ancestors  20 x 36 in.   

 
39:40 Delivering the Ancestors shows the ritual goings and comings (wanglai) on the river 
of time that release energy bound in past fixations, an archetypal site of deliverance that 

evokes the Limping God and culture founder, Yu the Great.   
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41 The Offering  12 x 32 in.  

 
41 The Offering 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. It is an offering of and to emptiness. 

 
41:42 Rang Ritual of Giving Away 24 x 38 in.  

 
41:42 The Offering and the Blessing shows the Rang Ritual of giving away, a sacrifice of 
personal goals, desires and belongings that calls down a flow of blessing from the 

Ancestors. It is a conjunction of the Four Shamanic Forces.   
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42 The Blessing  14 x 32 in.  

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

43 Breakthrough  12 x 28 in.  

 
43 Breakthrough shows the moment when we make a decision, announce it and part 
from the past, cleaning old wounds and bringing the hidden to light. 
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44 Enter the Lady of Fates  18 x 26 in.  

 
44 Entrance of the Lady of Fates shows the entrance of a new destiny at the borders of 

awareness, a Great Transition that connects to the Inspiring Force of the Dragon. 

 
45:46 Gathering and Ascending the Sacred Mountain  20 x 34 in.  

 
45:46 Gathering and Ascending the Sacred Mountain shows a King gathering resources 
for a Great Work and an Intermediary or spirit worker who intervenes on the Sacred 
Mountain to connect those involved with the Ancestral powers.  
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47:48 Oppression and Returning to the Well  18 x 30 in.  

 
47:48 Oppression and Returning to the Well shows 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 life-water that all can rely on.  

 

49:50 Revolution and the New Vessel  16 x 38 in.  

 
49:50 Revolution and the New Vessel shows a revolution rising from the depths that 
skins away old cultural forms in order to create a new paradigm for collective destiny 
that re-connects us to the spirit world.  
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51 Groundbreaker/Thunder Icon  12 x 16 in. 

 
51 Shake/Rousing ZHEN 

A disturbing and fertilizing shock; thunder, earthquake, male sexual energy; arouse, 
inspire, wake up, shake up, stir up, quicken; break through the shell, come out of the 
bud, the return of life in early spring; a great shaman or Wu, the Groundbreaker who 
drives out the old, arouses the new and gives the capacity to act decisively.  

 
 

52 Gatekeeper/Mountain Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
52 Bound/Stilling GEN 

Mountain, limit, boundary, obstacle, nemesis; the end of a cycle of time, the gate 
between Winter and Spring; calm, still, stabilize, depersonalize, bind, fix, finish; reflect 
on what has come before, articulate the lessons of past experience; a great shaman or 

Wu, the Gatekeeper who cuts into the body of the old to find the seed of the new.    
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53 Gradual Advance/Marrying Woman  16 x 32 in.  

 
53 Gradual Advance/Marrying Woman shows the journey of the soul to completion in the 
great world of the symbols on the great water ways of Change.  

 
54 Magic Mountain  16 x 28 in.  

 
54 Magic Mountain/Marrying Maiden shows a site of intense mediating and ritual 
activity that prepares a radical change, a return to where you truly belong that lets you 
fulfill your true destiny or hidden potential.  
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55:56 Abundance and Spreading the Word  20 x 24 in.  

 
55:56 Abundance and Spreading the Word shows the hidden connection between the New 
King who receives Heaven’s Mandate and the Wandering Sage who sojourns in the 
Shadow Lands to make the new connections.   

 
57 Lady of Fates/Matchmaker Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
57 Subtle Penetration/The Lady of Fates SUN 

Gently penetrate to the core, supple, flexible, adaptable like wind, weather, wood, trees; 
enter from below, be shaped by, support, nourish, the base or ground from which things 
grow; a Great Intermediary or Wu, the Lady of Fates who lays out the offerings, finds the 
hidden sickness, distributes the fates and couples the beings. The old character shows 
an altar stand or base with wrapped meat offerings or seals on it representing the Myriad 

Creatures or Ten Thousand Things.   
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58 Joyous Dancer/Mediator Icon 12 x 16 in. 

 
58 Open/Joyous Dancer DUI 

Expression, communication, opportunity; interact, interpenetrate, open a passage or 
way; joy, excitement, take pleasure in; persuasive, responsive, freed from compulsion; 
the marketplace, free exchange of information, gather, exchange, barter, trade; sexual 
stimulation and the power of inner images; a great Intermediary or Wu, the Joyous 
Dancer who calls the spirits and gives them a voice in the human world.  

 
 

59:60 Dispersing the Old/Articulating the New  18 x 30 in.  

 
59:60 Dispersing the Old and Articulating the New shows 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 a new life.  
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61 Carrying the Treasure  12 x 32 in.  

 
61 Carrying the Treasure shows the Opened Heart and the Calling Crane at its center 
who calls her children out of the entanglements of life.  

 
61:62 Opened Heart and Flying Bird  16 x 28 in.  

 

61:62 Opened Heart and Flying Bird shows the conjunction of the four shamanic powers 
that connects the inner and the outer in the thought of the heart to articulate the 
meaning of a life fully lived.   
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62 Small Traverses/Flying Bird  18 x 32 in.  

 
62 Small Traverses/The Flying Bird shows a passage across the Burning Water, the river 
of life and death that is realized through the power of the Mysterious Female. It is the 
littlest possible thing (ji), the precise place where things turn and change.  

63:64 Burning Water  24 x 32 in. Plain/Colored  

 
63:64 Burning Water shows the Crossings of the River of Life and Death, an image of the 

soul entering the Great Stream and its eternal return.  

 

64 Preparing the Move  16 x 28 in.  

 
64 Preparing the Move shows the intense ritual activity that gathers energy for a crossing 

to the Spring Festival and the Paradise time.  
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Rites of Passage 
 

First Phase: Separation 18 x 25 in. 
 

 
In the phase of separation phase we are severed from the familiar and fall into the fertile 
darkness. The underworld forms of things emerge, inner whirlpools that draw us down 

into the fertile chaos.  

Second Phase: Transition 18 x 25 in.  

 

In the transition phase our identity is opened to the inner field of actors that prepare us 
to be charged with a higher level of energy and strip away the mind demons that trap us 
in past fixations. 
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Third Phase: Incorporation  18 x 25 in. 
 

 
In incorporation we are oriented to the new stage of life. The hidden spirit operators 
release the numinous potential of the new into the Elephant Mind that holds all the great 
symbols. We enter the Symbolic Life. 

 
 
Night Fires  18 x 28 in. 

 

 
Night Fires is a nocturnal ritual that occurs at the crucial point in a Rite of Passage. It 
offers a way to make peace in the soul that opens us to the Bright Omen that Heaven 
gave us as we entered this world. 
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Circle of the Protectors  14 x 36 in.  

 
Circle of the Protectors shows the inner circle of protection formed by the Eight Spirit 
Helpers that arise on the Fire-Water Axis.  

 
Legba’s World  20 x 36 in.  

 
Legba’s World shows the divinatory field made by the four shamanic powers that opens 
us to the images of the Ancestors and the power of the Source.  
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Beast Face 14 x 38 in. 

 
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.  

 

Messengers 
 

Fire Horses  10 x 18 in.  
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New World Arising 10 x 18 in. 

 
Queen Mother of the West 10 x 18 in. 

 
 

Establishing the Vessel 10 x 18 in. 
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Carrying the Ancestors 10 x 18 in. 

 
 

Grounding the Ancestors 10 x 18 in. 

 
Releasing the Spirit 10 x 18 in. 
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Carrying the Message 10 x 18 in.  

 

Fire Passage 1 10 x 18 in.  

 

Fire Passage 2 10 x 18 in.  
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The New Horses 

This is a new and ongoing series of Horses using a large block outline technique 
of carving. They are designed for ritual work, each seeking to invoke a particular 
and powerful state of awareness. The inspiration for these was a strange 

combination of things. I was re-reading Kristofer Schipper’s great book Taoist 
Body about the Corpse Spirits in our bones that want to kill us in order to return 

to the earth as I went through the extraction of several nasty old teeth. At a full 
moon ceremony I was told to pick up a prayer stick and ask the moon for her 
blessings. As I went to the work of my constant inspiration, Max Ernst, I saw the 

demons form in the gnarls of the prayer stick and knew I had to find a different 
way of carving to give them images.    

A few originals are available for purchase at $100 each. If you are interested, 
please contact me directly.  
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The Five Corpse Demons  24 x 26 in. 

 

Hidden Animal Powers drum up the inner fire that reveals the demons of the 

Five Elements, Metal, Fire, Earth, Water and Wood. The scavenging birds strip 

away the old to release the hidden sparks of intelligence.  
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Birds and Fishes 23 x 25 in. 

 

Here the Heart Fire deep in the Waters transforms the hidden fishes or purified 

psychic contents into bright birds of omen that awaken and illuminate the 
symbolic power of the Four Sides or Directions and vitalize their Hidden Winds – 

Fall/West and Spring/East, Summer/South and Winter/North – that define 

the playing field of our life.  
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The Old Well 19 x 29 in. 

 

Two Bamboo Shamans read out the Changes in the muddy old Well, full of 

trapped animal spirits and haunted by the ghosts of the past. Released from the 
trap, the spirits of the Four Directions, East, West, South and North empower 

the Earth spirit, while the Ghost Cart collects the malignant spirits and takes 

them off to punishment.  
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Hidden in the Mountain 18 x 32 in. 

 

 

The Twin Peaks conceal the Dog Spirit of the Mountain nurturing new growth 

and a new time, presided over by the Calling Crane, spirit of the inner heart. The 
War Duke chops off the heads of the demons of the past as the scavenging birds 

descend and the bird spirit of the Old Gatekeeper reveals the fishes of inner 

riches.  
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Dead Center 19 x 26 in. 

 

 

 

Hidden deep in the Twin Peaked Mountain, the antlered Bird of 

Transformation rises from the grave mound that holds ancestral spirits.   
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Heart’s Journey 18 x 22 in. 

 

The icons of the Ancestral Guardians set off a zone of shamanic 

transformation that contains and inspires the ongoing music of the heart’s 

journey.  
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The Ancient Forest 18 x 25 in. 

 

The old Water Wheel works on an old identity, presided over by the Ancestor’s 
Face. Spirit messengers stream in, activating the Dream Fox and releasing the 

revitalizing power of new growth.  
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The Way of Living Change  

This exposition describes the foundations of the Living Change website and 
project that grew out of “writing” or calligraphy in the deepest and most magical 

sense. Each of the four Horses that open the series – the Landscapes of Living 
Change - centers on a calligraphic character from Early Old Chinese. The 

Characters of Living Change that follow are literally that, both EOC calligraphic 
characters and important characters in the great play of Change whose role is 

brought out by the woodcut blocks.  

I have been fascinated by brush calligraphy and the mysteries of old Chinese 

characters for quite a long time, but completely put off by the dreary Confucian 
method of learning them by rote and “stroke analysis.” When a dear friend gave 
me Trungpa Rinpoche’s book The Art of Calligraphy and his sense of “dharma art” 

I was amazed by both his depth of insight and his completely spontaneous 
creation of the character itself. It took me to the old Daoist style of brush 

painting, the importance of “writing” in early Chinese spirituality and its 
connection with both Daodejing and early the Chan precursors of the koan 

tradition. This, to me, was the calligraphic way of Living Change.    

There are a few copies of the original Horses and of the sets of smaller characters 

available for purchase. If you are interested, please contact me directly.  
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The Way of Living Change 

Stephen Karcher Ph.D. 

 

n 
 

I 

Landscapes of Living Change 

The tradition or Way of the Classic of Change is like a great stream of images or 

symbols flowing back and forth through the present moment to connect the 

wisdom of ancient times with whatever the future may be.  It is a kind of 

language that everything speaks; through it everything is always talking to 

everything else. Things are constantly vanishing and coming into being, a 

continual process of creation that becomes knowable or readable at the 

intersection points embodied in its symbols.  Without this language our world 

shrinks and we are left in a deaf and dumb wasteland, forever outside of things.  

Opening the Gates (17 x 13in.) 

Most of us first encounter our destiny at a critical moment when a life-changing 

decision must be made. These critical moments are the nooses and snares of 

Fate. How we recognize and react to these fateful moments can open a dialogue 

with our destiny that defines the shape or flow of our lives. It can open the kind 

of imaginal dialogue that puts us in touch with what the old sages saw as the 

Bright Omen that Heaven gives us as we enter the world of the Ten Thousand 

Things, an omen of who we are meant to be.  

Opening the Gates portrays that critical moment when we must choose which 

way we will go.  
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As you focus on the portal opened by the yellow light of the center two symbols 

appear.  These are the most basic signs in the Way of Change. They condense all 

the play of the opposites into two signs that point at what opens the Way and 

what closes the Way. At the center of the yellow light is the sign for what opens 

the Way: 

 

This graph is made up of a mouth and the sign for potency, a weapon or a phallus. These 
are sage words, wise words that open the heart, potent symbols, a good moon and 
expanding awareness.   

This opening is surrounded by the ghosts of our past, images of a mind paralyzed 

by fear and pain, cut off from the sources of spirit and connection.   
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But as we enter the circle of protection the wise words offer, something happens. 

The great ancestral images begin to move in the Ghost River of our pain and 

sorrow and the shen, the bright spirits are called down to illuminate the shadow 

land in which we are living. The process of converting what Blake called the 

“mind-forged manacles” begins.   
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The Field of Change (24 x 18in) 

 

The first step in the transformation the way of Change seeks to work in us is the 

opening of an inner field where a new center of awareness can be created.  
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The symbol of Change at the top literally shows the rays of the sun (or moon) 

emerging from the storm clouds, a profound change of weather brought about by 

a new connection with ancestral energies. Its meanings include all forms of 

change and transformation, but particularly what we might call trouble - 

destabilizing change. The trouble it brings links the quality of change in the world 

and the creative energy of change in the psyche with its symbolizing power. Here 

that deconstructive power manifests as the Tiger’s Mouth, a ferocious purifying 

energy that clears the yin channels in the body through which spirit flows by 

devouring the fixed clusters of pain and rage that are passed to us through what 

we might call our family histories. A new center of the personality emerges, the 

Realizing Person, seen here as a mouth, an ax and the mysterious sign of new 

birth that is both young and old. This is who Change will talk to.  

The signs of the subtle beginnings of all things emerge from the Ghost River to 

surround this new awareness in an ongoing dance of feedback and iteration that 

opens pathways in the imagination to the source of transformation.  
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The hidden trigger of transformation called the Ji emerges deep in the psyche, in 

the space between all things, slowly gathering the radical energy of change.  

 
Ji is the source of the movement and the repose of the Way, the opening and 

closing of the gates of Heaven and Earth, coming and going, living and dying, 

condensing and dispersing. It is the Mysterious Female, the Valley Spirit, the 

Dark Animal Goddess, the source and spring of transformation where all 

movement originates. It is the infinitely small moment of equilibrium, the change 

between having and losing, rising and descending. It acts without being born; it 

dies without dying. All the Ten Thousand Things emerge from this single opening. 

The roots of ten thousand affairs issue from this single door. It is the door of all 
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marvels and mysteries. It is the place of emergence and the hole in the world, the 

celestial music situated at the heart of reality.  

Filling the Vessel (27 x 18in.) 
 

 
We are now deep in the Ji, the moment between all things. Movement stops. Our 

normal awareness fades and everything is invested in the fertile darkness.  

 
This deep inner center is imaged as a temple where two “bamboo shamans” - the 

diviners or spirit-intermediaries who worked with the Way of Change - face each 

other. The active energies of the Two Powers are suspended, a prayer for 
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enlightening energy offered to each. A deep dialogue between the opposites - light 

and dark, male and female, life and death, begins, secured by the Great Yin 

Protector. As the great symbols talk with each other through this divinatory 

dialogue magic plants appear above the temple. These “sprouts of power and 

virtue (De)”, of ancestral potential, are activated in the heart-mind.   

This deep devotion to the great symbols of Change is a spiritual practice, a habit 

of mind that constantly pulls experience in, de-literalizes it and links it to the 

great engines of change. This practice orders and clarifies the heart-mind. We 

become a medium or agent of this symbolic language that can put the world back 

together again, manifesting the change in and through our own being, filling the 

vessel to overflowing.     

 
This symbol - the hand offering sacrifice and devotion and the wine jug filling 

with spirit - is one of the oldest images of transformation. As the jar fills, the 

hidden voices of things are released and the Dream Fox, sign of the shape-shifter 

who can free us from the prisons of literal - moves in our hearts to link us with 

the Way, the ongoing process of the real.  A new awareness of the whole of life 

and its magical interrelations leaps forth, like a fish, a treasure hidden in the flow 

of life.  
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When we use the Change this way we are imitating those early spirit-

intermediaries who could see and hear what is hidden, giving the bright spirits 

and the dark ghosts what is due to them. This imaginative generosity causes a 

radiant spirit to descend.  

Actualizing Dao (26 x 15in.) 
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The process of encountering Change turns us away from logical thought to the 

underworld of the psychic image, to the ghosts and spirits that, in Jung’s words, 

are the living units of the unconscious psyche, the architects of our dreams. The 

purpose of our dialogue with this unseen world is not to learn something but to 

experience something and be set right.  

At a certain point in this deconstructive process the shape of things shifts. A 

carrying wave of energy emerges from an unknown center and begins to 

reassemble our being in a strange new way. This carrying wave is a spontaneous 

blessing, a connection to the spirits that will carry you through.    

 
To create this carrying wave the animal powers of the psyche - the gods or spirits 

in their ancestral form - raise the inner temperature, drumming up the inner 

heat. The sage mind within us looks deep into this old hidden mirror. What 

emerges is perhaps the oldest form of the character for Dao or Way - the animal 

mask of the ancestor.  

We put this mask on like a ritual dancer, seeing through its eyes and walking its 

way - one yin, one yang, that’s Dao.  Walking this way, one foot in the realizing 

power of the Earth and the Mothers, one foot in the inspiring force of Heaven, the 

Dragon and the Fathers, releases the innate visionary power of the heart-mind. 
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We come to a crossroads where the four directions and the hidden winds that 

enter the world through them join. It is as if the whole of life can be held in this 

living moment. This crossroads with an eye at its center is called De or 

Actualizing Dao, the capacity to live the Way in and through your own person.  

 
The tree of the great enterprise of life grows from this center. This is the task of 

the Realizing Person: to raise Change into awareness, reconstituting the deep 

thought of the heart and releasing the soul from its literalizing prisons, and set it 

out for the people to use. 
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Burning Water (18in x 26in) 

 
Burning Water is the landscape of Change as seen through the eyes of the 

Realizing Person. This Burning Water is the prima materia of Change, its mode of 

transformation and its final product, the very stuff of life, eternally renewing 

itself. It flows between life and death, inner and outer, past and future.   

The dynamic of Burning Water is expressed in the old term for the passage of the 

generations: wanglai, going-coming. The Burning Water animates the great 

dictionary of symbols that is the Way of Change: All the possible patterns of 

generation, transformation and return of the Myriad Creatures as they are born, 

live out the stories of their lives and return to the source.  

At the center of the Burning Water is a character, jing, that embodies the essence 

energy of all things and the process of perfecting that essence, of distilling the 

flow of life, turning it into symbolic awareness.   
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This essence-energy is continually expressing itself as the stories of our lives, a 

telling and retelling of the myths and symbols that continually recharges our lives 

with meaning. This center is surrounded by the words of a magic formula, yuan 

heng li zhen that encapsulates the round of the seasons, the directions, the winds 

and evolution in time of all things. Here at the center we see the vertical axis: 

Summer above, seen as the field altar and the ripening fruits, cooking through 

symbolizing, the brightening of the eye and the ear. Below is Winter, the sacred 

vessel and high divination that finds the hidden seed or pearl, putting things to 

the trial and inspiring the perseverance needed to follow the advice of the spirits.   

In the lower corner is the sign for Going, the exorcism of the past, of all that has 

become fixed, and the sign for causes of sorrow, the entanglements that trap the 

heart in remorse and compulsion. Above it is the sign for Fall and harvest, 

gathering in the insights, reaping the crop. 
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In the upper corner is the sign for Coming, the seeds and symbols of the new that 

flow into the center as the sufferings of the past dissolve.   

 
Flanking it are the signs for the light of the spirits and the destiny they reveal, 

flowing from the Source, the eternal return, and carried into the world on the 

winds of Change. This is the promise of the Way of Change, that life and being 

are never exhausted and that the truth of the opened to the spirits will always see 

us through.   
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II 

The Characters of Living Change 

For thousands of years the Chinese have seen living a long and happy life as the 

highest good. We, too, aim at happiness and success in our lives but we seldom 

stop to ask ourselves what that happiness or success really is. Is it wealth, 

reputation, position, renown, accomplishments? Is it being a good parent? Is it 

becoming enlightened? When exactly are we happy and successful? The sages 

who created the wisdom tradition of I Ching or Change answered this question by 

saying: You are happy and successful when you are living in accord with the Way 

or Dao, no matter what you are literally doing.    

From this perspective connecting with the Way or Dao is how you can live a long 

and happy life, not so much as a goal in itself but as the way you can fulfill your 

innate destiny by becoming who you are meant to be. It separates you from 

collective judgments and stereotypes, giving you a sense of making a real 

contribution to the world around you in and through becoming what you truly 

are meant to be. Life becomes discovery and fulfillment, a process of transforming 

the snares of your fate into bright omens of your true destiny. 

Destiny/Ming (23in x 12in) 

 
The old character for Destiny shows the graphs for Heaven and the One, a person 
kneeling person and a mouth that gives Heaven a voice. Destiny is nature written into 
time, an investiture given by Heaven and a long and happy life that enables you to fulfill 
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the mandate that is bestowed upon you when you enter the world. It is the gift of 
Heaven, innate qualities and circumstances that are written into your being. It is your 
duty it is to accomplish the task Heaven gives you, to discover, develop and express it 
through focused effort over time. The character means to proclaim an order, obligations 
and commands, to inform or warn, to fix, determine, instruct, teach and clarify. As Tian 
Ming, it is the Mandate of Heaven given to a ruling family, which can be withdrawn if the 
family line fails to live up to its responsibilities to care for the people and nourish the 
ancestors.   

Our Destiny is the Bright Omen that Heaven gives us as we enter this world, the 

All-Under-Heaven. It is our connection to the process of time and it is our task to 

discover and realize the ancestral potential it contains. Most of us first encounter 

our destiny at a critical moment when a life-changing decision must be made. 

These critical moments are the nooses and snares of Fate. How we recognize and 

react to these fateful moments can open a dialogue with our destiny that defines 

the shape of our lives. It is critical that we understand just what is at stake in our 

encounters with fate and how we can open the kind of imaginal dialogue that 

puts us in touch with what the old sages saw as the Bright Omen that Heaven 

gives us as we enter the world of the Ten Thousand Things, an omen of who we 

are meant to be.  

 

If the yang power of Heaven gives us our destiny, the power of Earth gives us our 

Character, the yin of our inner being that determines our personal fate. 

Character/Xing (20in x 15in) 
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The old graph for character is made up of the sign for heart and the sign for birth. This is 
the yin of fate, inner nature and disposition, the nature given by heaven that determines 
personal fate. It is natural law as it is expressed in an individual:  gender, sexuality, 
passions, behavior patterns, social class, virtues and qualities, the family name or line. 
Character is written in the being. It is outside of time, hidden behind all exterior 
manifestations, an enduring inner image like the path of the moon.   

And it gives us our Passions, drives and desires woven deeply into our personal 

being.  

Passions/Qing (20in x 13in) 

 

The old graph for passions is made up of the sign for heart and the sign for the deep 
blue-green color of growing plants, of Wood and the Liver orbit. This is the yang of the 
inner life, written in the being, outside of time. It is all the intimate emotions, passions, 
drives and desires, appetites, profound tendencies, sentimental attachments and 
passionate loves, whatever we prefer through innate nature. If these predilections 
become passions they perturb and corrupt the functioning of the entire system. If they 
are taken into the heart mind, they can free us from enslavement to outer circumstances 
and desires, revealing the realities of things and bringing inner peace and harmony.    

The Language of Change   

The Way of Change aims at adding something crucial to our awareness that can 

connect us to what the old sages called the Dao, the on-going process of the Real. 

The tradition is a stream of images or symbols flowing back and forth through the 

present moment to connect the wisdom of ancient times with whatever the future 
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may be. Its job is really to make us deeply aware of the now, the present moment 

and what is at play in the everyday events of our lives.  

This symbolic world is like a language that everything speaks; through it 

everything is always talking to everything else. Things are constantly vanishing 

and coming into being, a continual process of creation that becomes knowable or 

readable at the intersection points represented by the symbols.  The old sages felt 

that this language establishes order and harmony in the world. Without it, our 

world shrinks and we are left in a deaf and dumb wasteland, forever outside of 

things.  

Understanding this kind of symbolic meaning is possible because of a deep 

symbolic community, a sort of inner thesaurus of meanings within each of us. To 

open this inner thesaurus, we must let the symbols inform and transform our 

imagination so that their meanings can arise. This kind of direct experience lets 

the symbols break through the conceptual structures of what the old sages call 

our Monkey-mind, a group of chattering voices within us that is always creating 

fictional pasts and futures.  

We can see the energies embodied in the language of Change at work in the 

people around us and in ourselves. In fact, each of us is a dynamic mixture of 

these energies and the ever-changing interaction of this mixture defines who we 

are. The basic lesson is that we are not one but a collection of different energies, 

each with its own style, characteristics and way of knowing and seeing things. 

Our task to try to include all the parts of ourselves and learn from them, rather 

than try to control them, to include the mysterious quality of change in our lives, 

what mathematicians see as the quality of an irrational number, a problem that 

can never be solved. It is precisely in this magic moment, right on the edge or 

borderline between yes and no, life and death, that we experience the Way.  

It is said that the language of Change reaches the depths and penetrates the wills 

of all creatures Under Heaven. Its symbols (xiang) teach us about our innate 

nature (xing and qing) and letting us accumulate the power to become who we are 

meant to be (ming).  
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Change does this by “pairing”, holding the opposites in one thought, a meditative 

practice that allows enlightening spirit to enter and inform the heart-mind. This 

pairing reflects a basic mytheme in eastern thought, an underlying 

understanding about the nature of reality: Nothing stands alone; each thing can 

only truly exist when held in tension with its opposite. A basic way of imagining 

these pairings is as a set of spindles on which an unbroken thread is wound back 

and forth like a Möbius strip, or as a great egg that turns itself inside out without 

breaking its shell. The thread is the thread of life itself as it passes back and forth 

between the two powers at every level of our lives.  

One dark (yin), one light (yang), that’s the Way. 

To follow this tells you what is good. 
To completely identify with it shows you the essence. 

If you want to be benevolent, see it as benevolence. 
If you want to be wise, see it as wisdom. 

People use this every day without knowing it. 

Using it as a Realizing Person is what is rare. 
It is the gift of life concealed in everything you do. 

It does not share the philosopher's anxiety about imperfection. 

 
Pairing establishes a pattern of interconnected opposites that permeates the 

oldest layers of Change, seen in the many sets of paired words that turn “either-

or” into “both-and”. All the changes in the world we live in are produced by the 

mysterious doubling embodied in the Pairs. They hold the two Primal Powers in a 

single effective image. Tradition says that the fractal systems of pairs in Change 

contain the wordless secret of the Dao.  

Strange Attractors 

The linguistic pairing in Change attaches a strange double set of meanings to its 

words. This contradictory set of meanings transforms key terms into hundun 

words, a Daoist term that indicates the presence of Old Mr. Hundun, the primal 

chaos at the center of the Four Directions and the cosmos itself, the source of all.  

The experience of what a hundun word represents enfolds us in the strangely 

compelling mystery of a deconstruction of our name and our civilized identity. It 

acts as a Strange Attractor, a centrifugal configuration of virtual space like an 
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inner whirlpool that pulls all the seeming oppositions in our experience down into 

the turbulent chaos below. We are bothered or haunted by things we do not quite 

understand; strange rippling chains of mythic associations move through our 

imagination, destabilizing our normal identity until a critical point is reached and 

we go into a kind of crisis. The separate systems composing our identity disperse 

and dissolve, dropping us deeper into turbulence, drawing everything in our 

experience down the magic rabbit hole. This means the death or end of the stable 

system’s existence. It is the precise point at which our logic cuts its own throat. 

 

Strange Attractor/Tiger’s Mouth (27) shows the initiation ordeal that renews the sources 
of literal and spiritual nourishment through contact with the Tiger who devours the 

corruption of the past.  

 

This Strange Attractor repeats at all levels of our lives, precisely mirroring the 

hole or lack in our lives, the missing information that connects us to the (w)hole). 

It opens a Gate in the heart-mind or imagination, a dragon hole or openings in 

the web of life where our destiny can be connected with our fate.  
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Gateway/Men (19in x 12in) 

 
The old character for gateway shows a double door, the two-leafed gate of Change that 
controls the alternation of the two primal powers. It is the gate of an ancestral temple, a 
way to access originating energy, a door, entrance, access, orifice or opening. It is the 
ways and means, a school of thought, a portal point. This is the Gate of the Four 
Directions or Seasons through which the hidden winds blow from the lands outside of 
human experience.  

Once through the Gateway, the process of symbolizing begins, turning us from 

the worlds of cause and effect to the magical language of the imaginal world.  

Symbolizing/Xiang (20in x 12in) 

 
The old character for symbol portrays an elephant and the elephant mind where all the 
great symbols reside. A symbol is an image that has the power to connect things, to 
connect the visible world of your problems to the invisible world of the spirit. Change 
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works through these symbols, created by the sages and shamans through a kind of 
imaginative induction that is also called xiang. A symbol is a magic spell, a figure or 
likeness that provides a pattern or model. We make the connection between the invisible 
world of the spirit and the visible world of our lives by playing with the symbols, by 
imitating them and acting them out.  

These symbols that arise in the heart-mind act as accumulators of the energy 

called De or the power to actualize the Way in and through our own person. This 

energy will let link with our destiny and fulfill our ancestral potential, becoming 

who we are meant to be.  

Accumulating/Chu (17in x 11in) 

 
The old character shows interconnected silk bundles and a planted field. It suggests lush 
deep green pastures and means to nourish, raise, tame, train, amass, accept, tolerate, 
reunite and retain, to follow, to be in accord with, to love or be pleased with. It is a 
protective shell and protection in the womb. The top part of the old character is xuan, the 
dark mystery, subtle and all pervading, that embraces the universe.  
 

When we consciously embrace the symbols and the actualizing power that they 

accumulate, they become guides on the voyage of life, letting us endure and 

renew ourselves and our connection to the Way each day.  
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Persevering/Heng (18in x 11in) 

 
The old character for persevering is made up of the graphs for heart and for the spiral 
path of the waxing moon. Persevering means to create an enduring form for the gifts of 
the spirit, to make power and virtue endure in the heart, to endure and constantly renew 
the Way, to continue in what is right. It is constant, consistent, durable, self-renewing, 
regular, perpetual and universal, the image of a stable married couple whose relation is 
renewed each day.   

 
Setting our feet on the enduring Way brings us the capacity to realize things, to 

effect transformation in the world around us through synchronistic rather than 

literal power.  

Ability/Enabling/Neng (19in x 10in) 
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The old character is the image of a bear and the strength, power and capacity of the bear 
shaman. It is the name of the stars of the Great Bear asterism and the three legged turtle 
that points at the power of the trigrams. It represents shamanic power: capable, 
qualified, competent, enabling, powerful and daring.    

 

The Hidden Triggers of Change 

This enabling process points at an ongoing imaginal induction, an ongoing dance 

of feedback and iteration that opens pathways in the imagination that  lead to 

and from what the sages called the “subtle beginnings”.    

Subtle beginnings Ji show where transformation first appears in the stream of 

time. They are a sign, a warning and a strategy, indicating a symbolic reversal is 

about to manifest.  

 

JI, subtle beginnings shows 1) a frontier guard with an emblem ax, sign of power, and 2) 
linked grains of rice or silk cocoons. 

 
We find the Hidden Triggers of Change contained within these subtle beginnings:  

 

 

Ji/hidden trigger, with the Wood radical, denotes the trigger of a crossbow, a 
declenching mechanism; it is a machine, motor, organism, organ; it is the craft and 
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practice of weaving or cross-breeding, mettisage; it is a trap for an animal, a strategy, an 
artifice or ingenious invention; it is ability, talent, the decisive or opportune moment; it 
represents changes of fortune, vicissitudes of destiny, the cause or motive of events and 
to become mobile and fluid, a mobile and fluid identity. Buddhists used this word to 
describe the profound nature that is capable of responding to a spiritual impulse, the 
dynamic principle of the human being. Daoists saw it as the source and motive principle 
of being in the world, the favorable moment for a reconnection to the Source. The tian ji 
was the “source of heaven”, a star in the important constellation we call the Great Bear 
through which blessings flowed. It is the threshold of a door, the first indications, the 
forerunner and is a synonym for what is strange, bizarre, coming from the borders.  

This ji character is a key term in all Daoist mysteries, meditations and divinatory 

practices. Whenever we are pulled back or infolded into the mystery of the Source 

we encounter the ji, the hidden triggers and wellsprings of deep transformation.  

The Ten Thousand Things issue from and return to the Ji, the source of the 
Way, the spring of Heaven and Earth. They surge from the Ji into life, 

entering the transformations of yin and yang. 

Let us open the obscure Ji, the spring of the source.  Ji is the source of the 
movement and the repose of the Way, the opening and closing of the gates of 
Heaven and Earth, coming and going, living and dying, condensing and 

dispersing. It is the Mysterious Female, the Valley Spirit, the Dark Animal 
Goddess. It is the source and spring of the transformations called Yi or 

Change, where all movement originates. It is the infinitely small moment of 
equilibrium, the change between having and losing, rising and descending. It 
acts without being born; it dies without dying. It puts Heaven and Earth into 

movement, sprouting, intertwining and connecting, the movement and the 
source of movement.  

All the Ten Thousand Things emerge from this single opening. The roots of 
ten thousand affairs issue from this single door. It is the door of all marvels 

and mysteries. It is the place of emergence and the hole in the world, the 
celestial music, situated at the heart of reality.  

When it is acted upon by the symbols, our heart-mind is triggered into action, 

spontaneously producing empowering images that re-shape our desire and intent. 

This is a major goal of the Way of Change: to train the heart, still the passions 

and strip away old patterns of compulsive behavior. It wakes the heart’s latent 

imaginative powers, the ancestral potential or sprouts of virtue that lurk in its 

depths. 

When we then fix (heng) the symbols that arise in these trigger moments, giving 

them an enduring place in the heart-mind, they act as accumulators of a wisdom 
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and insight that activates what the alchemists called true imagination as opposed 

to wish-fulfilling fantasy.  

The Playing Field of Life 

The deep structure of Change organizes these symbols that enact imaginal 

operations into a model of the ideal cultural life-span. Change thus becomes a 

Portable Altar, used in the ancient world to give shape and meaning to individual 

experience by locating it in relation to the ritual progression of the Symbolic Life.  

 

The Matrix of Change that organizes and displays the symbols is made up of a 

series of Decades, sequences of ten hexagrams or five Pairs of hexagrams that are 

based on an old far-Eastern age-grade system that marked the stages of life and 

the passages between these stages. The Decades portray the ideal shape of the 

Symbolic Life as a process of ritual education in which ancestral knowledge or 

wisdom that represents our future flows backwards on the stream of time to pull 

up or educate us as we move through the forward stream of our lives.  

The Decades represent a continual symbolic birth, death and re-birth process 

that enables us to connect our identity to the ancestral foundation of life and 

thus accumulate the power and virtue (de) to become who we are meant to be. 
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Each Decade is at once a personal experience, a reorganization of intelligence and 

the nervous system, a step in the evolution of culture and the expression of the 

continuous creation of life and spirit.  

Locating yourself in the Decades creates a water mirror of Heaven-Earth, the 

dreaming of the Myriad Beings that opens a portal to Heaven.  

 

 
5 Dreaming in the Stream shows dreaming in the temple hidden in the Burning Water, 

with a spirit visitor arriving who opens the gates to the spirit.  

This is where the World Tree grows. It is an axis mundi or zone of absolute reality 

where there is perfect access to the spirit world, a place where the dead rest in 

peace and receive the great offerings. Both the Sacred Mountain and the Sacred 

Vessel were felt to reflect the shape of the human heart (xin). The Gate to the 

ritual enacted through them appears in the heart any time the high ritual and 

divination is performed.  
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The Friendship of the Spirit  

The act of moving from concepts to the psycho-active symbols behind them opens 

a potent, mysterious yet knowable world, a personal way of transformation allied 

to early practices of talking to spirits. The experience of this helping spirit can 

make you sage: clear-seeing, knowing death and birth, feeling the friendship of 

the spirit and compassion for fellow humans. It is the ground of the symbolic life; 

it reclaims the reality of the psyche.  

The inner chapters of an early Daoist text (c. 400 BCE) give us a sense of this 

practice:  

When your life-energy is put on the Way, 

it vitalizes you. 
When you are vitalized, you can imagine. 

When you imagine, you truly know. 
When you know, you stop. 
The hearts of all beings are shaped like this. 

If your thirst for knowing seeks to go farther, 
you will kill them. 

There is a limit to knowing in the true sense and that limit is imagination. 

Change puts you on the Way, vitalizes your imagining, opens your heart and that 

is enough.  

Look, there is a spirit within your person. 
Now it goes, now it comes. 

No one can capture it,  
but if you reverently clean its abode 
it will return of itself. 

You will recover your own true nature, 
fixed in you once for all.  

 


