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Thousand Years with Thousands Temples:
"Tianho", the Maritime Folk-Religion Stories &

Behaviors in China and in the World

Jinliang Qu (Ocean University of Qingdao)

The maritime folk-religion of "Tianhou" (Heaven Goddess) also called as "Mazu" etc. in China
and in the world, from 982 AD during Song Dynasty of China, first as a maritime folk narrative
story, then a maritime folk belief, and then a maritime folk religion nationalized and globalized,
has been taking a great role in Chinese maritime history and maritime social life within more than
1000 years, which first toke place in the south-east coast of China, then spread through maritime
routes all over the sea-shore regions of China, then became a national folk religion as well as a
kingdom's belief of China, and then has been accepted as a world-wide maritime folk-belief and
folk religion phenomenon of both Chinese in native land and overseas as well as many maritime
people in many countries, with many thousands temples and behaviors all over the world, and now
it still plays a great role as multicultural recourses with its specialized characteristics in the
contemporary maritime societies. My studies below show clearly its historical process with
analyzing the reasons why it happened, why it has been so, and why it still plays a big role with

great influence in the contemporary maritime world.

Along the seashore of the side of Taiwan Strait in Meizhou Island, Fujian Province, China, there is

a very great and famous building

an ancient temple palace for a very famous and popular sea
goddess whose respected name is Mazu and Tian-hou. This temple palace named “Meizhou
Zumiao (the Oldest and Original Temple of Mazu )”, was built in AD 987, the 4" year of Yongxi,
Song Dynasty, and has been more than 1000 years old already. At the very beginning, the temple
was only a small one with several rooms, and then after the developed rebuilding during Song,
Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties, it became a very great group-buildings of temple palace with 16
houses and 99 rooms altogether. And nowadays, this temple palace through a big-cycled rebuilding,

is even more exciting and more inviting.

The Sea Goddess, Tian-hou ( Mazu ), is said born in AD 960, the 1* year of Jianlong, Song
Dynasty, with a original first-given name “ Lin Mo-niang” (“Lin” was her family name, and
“Mo-niang” meant “ a silent girl without any voice” ), because that she was born in a Lin family,
and never crying form her very birth. According to the folk narratives, Lin Mo-niang was a very
clever and very kind girl, and always helped the others from sufferings especially from troubles
and disasters of fishing and navigations. So, because of the folk calling to a beloved girl or lady,
she was called as “Mazu” or “Niang-ma”, meaning “aunt”, and after her death in 987, of a young
age when she was only 28 years old, she was respected and worshiped soon as the Sea Goddess as
Mazu. From that time up to now, during more than one thousand years, the folk belief of the Sea
Goddess Mazu, was widely spread all over the long seashores and islands from south to north of



China, as well as the areas of South-East Asia and many other places in Europe and America,
among the fishermen, shipmen, shipping businessmen and their families and later generations of
Chinese native and abroad, of a great number of more than 200 million people in the world.

The very reason for spreading of the folk believe of Mazu as the Sea Goddess from Song Dynasty,
just because of the very fast development of maritime activities from Song Dynasty in China.
From that time, along Chinese sea shores, especially along the southeast part of the Chinese sea,
the fishing activities, voyages and maritime transportations and foreign trades have been quickly
developed, and the sea ports with a great number, and the labors in a great mass. So, with the deep
beliefs in Mazu, the Sea Goddess, the maritime mass moved from south to north on the nativities
seas and across the faraway oceans, and brought with them the moulds and statues of their Sea
Goddess Mazu on their ships, and whenever they met heavy winds and heavy wives of the sea,
they would worship to the Sea Goddess Mazu, for their safeties; and whenever they stopped their
ships at sea ports near in the bays and landed themselves on the seashores and ports, to wait for
convenient wind or to do their business, they would almost worship to their Mazu too. Then, after
their always usage of the same ports, they began to build temples for their Mazu on the ports,
which first might be very simple, but might be very formal soon, thus more and more temple
palaces have been built and spread almost all over the sea ports along the sea shores and ports
along their maritime routs. The very early great one of course is “Meizhou Zumiao”, and then
Tianjin Tian-hou Temple Palace and Bei-gang Tian-hou Temple Palace in Taiwan, all of which
have been called “the Three Great Temple Palace of Tian-hou ( Mazu )”.

One of the important reasons why the folk belief of Mazu has been spreading so wide and so quick,
nationally and then even globally, not only in China but also in abroad, should be that almost all
emperors from Song Dynasty to Qing Dynasty did grant titles to the Sea Goddess Mazu.
According to the already known ancient records and references, there are many times of granting
titles to Mazu by the emperors of Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasty, and the granted names to
Mazu are from “Fu-ren”( a term of respect for the wife of a man with high rank ), “Tian-pei”(the
Haven God’s Concubine ), “Tian-hou”(the Haven God’s Empress ) to “Tian-shang Sheng-mu”(the
Haven Emperor Mother ), the later, the rank higher and nobler. The memorial ceremonies of the
worship to the Sea Goddess Mazu were held as the nation-class ceremonies.

In the Song Dynasty, there were 13 times of granting titles to Mazu, mostly with the name
“Fu-ren” and “Fei” (the Concubine ), and the times were in the year 1156, 1160, 1167, 1184, 1192,
1198, 1208, 1217, 1239, 1254, 1255, 1256, 1262. So we can know how often and how important
the emperors took it, and we can also see how often and how important the national maritime

activities were.

In the Yuan Dynasty, there were 5 times of the grant titles by the emperors to Mazu in the year
1281, 1289, 1299, 1314, 1329, and the ranks were “Tian-fei”’, more higher than “Fu-ren” even than
“Fei”, though the number of times of granting title were less. Thus showed that the emperors took
it more important.

In the Ming Dynasty, there were only 2 times, in the year 1372 and 1409, with the titles as



“Sheng-fei” and “Tian-fei”. As the reasons for the times so less, one is because that, during the
Ming Dynasty, the national maritime activities became comparatively less than before, and the
other is that there had been so many grant titles given by the pre-emperors of the before dynasties
already.

While in the Qing Dynasty, there were 15 times, in the year 1680, 1684, 1737, 1757, 1788, 1800,
1826, etc., with the titles as “Tian-shang Sheng-mu” and “Tian-hou”.

There is very interesting phenomenon that, at the very beginning of granting titles to Mazu, the
granted name only has 3 or 4 Chinese characters long, but the later the name longer, at last it
became very long, even includes 34 character long, e.g. in 1826, Qing Dynasty: “

" ”Hu-guo-bi-min Miao-ling-zhao-ying
Hong-ren-pu-ji Fu-you-qun-sheng Cheng-gan-xian-fu Xian-shen-zan-shun Chui-ci-du-you
An-lan-li-yun Tian-hou , the meaning is “The Haven God’s Empress of Protecting the Country
and the People, Very Efficacious, Very Kind and Helpful, Bringing Happiness for Common People,
Beloved and Thankful, Keeping Wives Calm and Safety for the Maritime Ships and
Transportations, etc.”

Just because the above, the Mazu Temples (mostly called as Tian-hou Temple Palace ) have been
built pread all over Chinese sea shores esp. even every sea ports, as well as the South-east areas
even all over the world. It is believed that there are more than 1500 Tian-hou Temple Palaces in
China and in the world. Among them in Meizhou Island, the hometown and very motherland, there
are nearly 20 temple palaces, and in Fujian Province there are almost 200; in Taiwan about 500
( among which there are 22 in Taibei; 10 in Gaoxiong, and 9 in Jilong; and the most famous one is
the Lu-gang Tian-hou Temple Palace ); in Hong Kong more than 50; in Macao 2; in Hai-nan
Province and Guangdong Province nearly 40; in Jiang-su Provinec and Zhejiang Province more
than 30; and in Shandong Province, Tianjin, Beijing, Hu-nan, Guizhou, Liao-ning etc., there are
also many. As in the world, there are many in Japan, and there is a Mazu Society in Japan; in
Malaysia, more than 30; and in Korea, in Singapore, Vietnam, Thailand, Philippines, Indonesia,
France, Denmark, Norway, America, Mexico, Canada, Brace, New Zealand and Africa, etc., each
of them, even in many palaces of each of them, there also stand(s) the so-called Mazu Temple(s) or
Tian-hou Temple Palace(s ) , at least the memorial ceremony places for worship to Tian-hou (or

named Mazu )over there.

Since even each of these temples has a very long history, there are very poems and antithetical
couplets written for the temple of Mazu (or named Tian-hou ), by many famous ancient scholars
esp. poets and some foreign very-important-persons, some even written by some emperors.

This such a popular folk belief of Tian-hou spreading widely in China and in the world, with such
a long history lasting more than 1000 years f rom Song Dynasty, has become a very important folk
maritime religion, with a very complicated ceremonies and special activities both in the special
dates and in the daily life of maritime concerned society. The most important special dates mainly
include the opening ceremony day for a newly built Mazu Temple Palace in whatever time and in



whatever place, and whenever a Mzu Temple met the its celebration days for every decade and
every centenary, and the second-level important dates include the birthday of Mazu, the Yuan-xiao
Festival, the Mid-autumn Festival in every year, and, as the daily life activities of the Mazu belief
as a very popular folk religion, people always kneeing and kowtou ( it means “giving heads” in
word, a former Chinese ceremony of touching the ground with one’s head as a sign of respect,
yielding, etc. ) to the statue of Goddess Mazu in the temples, or on the ships, or even in their
families. Usually the most big activity of the memorial ceremony of Mazu is so-called “Chu-you”,
in the selected certain date, carrying the large statue of Mazu by many people by a long team,
making its rounds for “inspecting” a certain whole area, so that, it was believed, the Goddess Mazu
could drive out the demons, ghosts, diseases and all forces of evils, to protect the common people.

Nowadays these memorial activities are also lasting and even more and more quickly developing
both in China and in abroad, and even more and more important in many aspects and fields, also
both in China and in the world.
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