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The custom for women and children to invoke the goddess Zigu 紫姑 (The Purple Lady) around the time of the Lantern Festival has been a common folk practice for a long time. Scholarly attention has mainly focused on the origins and variations of the practice, the social and economic reasons for the rises and falls of the popular belief, the social status of women as reflected in the custom, the role of shamanism, drama and performance in the rituals involving the Purple Lady. This paper, however, focuses on the fundamental purpose of the Purple Lady worship. Analyzing the earliest stories about the Purple Lady and their later transformations, as well as records of invoking the goddess in local gazetteers from many places and various time periods, this paper demonstrates that the essential purpose of the Purple Lady practice is to seek fertility blessings, and to seek protection during pregnancy and childbirth. 

With its earliest record dating back to the Southern Dynasties 南朝 (420-589),
 the custom of invoking the goddess Zigu 紫姑 (The Purple Lady), also called Cegu 厠姑 (The Privy Lady), and Keng Sanguniang 坑三姑娘 (Third Lady of the Pit, or The Three Ladies of the Pit), has been a common practice in China for a long time. According to local gazetteers from many places and various time periods, this custom of divination was performed mainly by women and children around the time of the Lantern Festival, or the fifteenth of the first lunar month. The nature of the practice is almost purely oral in the sense that there has not been any known ritual text or written talisman involved. Besides descriptive studies of the practice in its past and present states,
 scholars have mainly focused on topics such as the origins of the custom,
 the changes and variations of the custom throughout history,
 and the impact of social and economic conditions on the practice of the Purple Lady worship.
 The social status of women as reflected in the custom,
 the role of shamanism,
 and the use of drama and performance in invocations of the Purple Lady
 have also been studied. On the other hand, less attention has been given to the purpose of invoking the goddess. Records of various practices mostly focus on the manner the ritual is carried out, and only briefly mention its purpose. These records also show a wide range of miscellaneous purposes, such as predicting the harvest of the year, predicting fortune, and even seeking blessings on clever needlework. Therefore, most scholars failed to recognize a coherent and consistent essential belief in the Purple Lady worship and a fundamental purpose of invoking the goddess.
This paper argues that although the details of the practices of invoking the goddess vary from region to region, and time period to time period, there has always been an essential purpose of the ritual rooted deeply in the fundamental structure of the Purple Lady belief. This paper analyzes the earliest stories of the goddess and their later transformations, the key aspects of the invocation practices, such as the time and location of the ritual, as well as its possible Daoist background and connections to pig worship and manure worship. In so doing, this paper identifies the recurring connections between the Purple Lady and the blessings of fertility, and argues that the Purple Lady is the goddess of fertility and childbirth, and the protector of women and children. Yet this essential concept of the Purple Lady belief, this fundamental, underlying purpose of the ritual, has been long overlooked by male, literati authors who, in their writings of local customs, often only gave unclear and superficial descriptions of the reasons for women and children to invoke the goddess. The focus of this paper is on the invocation of the Purple Lady as performed by common people, in particular women and children, as noted in local gazetteers and records of local customs. There are also records and writings about male, literati scholars invoking the Purple Lady, however, those seem to be mimics of popular folk practices mainly for entertainment or didactic purposes, and are not the focus of this paper.   
Local Practices and Origins of the Purple Lady Worship
Though mentioned in many gazetteers from several dynasties, most records of invoking the Purple Lady are disappointingly terse and vague in both the procedure and the purpose of the ritual. One description that appears in the Jiading xianzhi 嘉定縣志 (Gazetteer of Jiading County) from the thirty-third year (1605) of the Wanli 萬歷 reign (1573-1620) of Ming 明 dynasty reads, “on the fifteenth day of the first month... deep into the night, women receive the Privy Lady with fruits and snacks in the fashion of divination with objects. [The Privy Lady] can draw flowers with knives and rulers on iron filings and sulfur powder. There are patterns such as plum blossoms, orchids, chrysanthemums, narcissus, and lotus blossoms” 正月十五....夜闌女子以果餌迎廁姑如扶乩之狀能畫花卉刀尺屑鐵和硫硝而合之有梅李蘭菊水仙蓮花之類.
 Gu Lu’s 顧祿 (ca. 19th c.) Qing Jia lu 清嘉錄 (Records of the Jiaqing Years of the Qing), a book on the social life and customs in Suzhou 蘇州during the Jiaqing 嘉慶 (1796-1820) and Daoguang 道光 (1820-1850) eras, simply reads, “[People] receive the Purple Lady on the fifteenth night of the first month. She is commonly called the Third Lady of the Pit. [One] asks [her] about good or bad fortune throughout the year” 正月望夕迎紫姑俗稱坑三姑娘問終歲之休咎.
 The section on local customs in the 1917 Linyi xianzhi 臨沂縣志 (Gazetteer of Linyi County) of Shandong 山東briefly notes that on the fifteenth day of the first month, “women invoke the Purple Lady to ask about matters of good or ill luck” 女子邀紫姑問吉兇事.
 One of the reasons of such uncharacteristic and generalized descriptions is that the authors of these records, most likely male scholars or local officials, failed to understand the fundamental details and underlying purposes of the custom, and simply recorded them from an outsider’s point of view. For example, in the Wu jun zhi 吳郡志 (Gazetteer of Wu Prefecture), a fifty juan local gazetteer of Suzhou 蘇州, the Southern Song 南宋 (1127-1279) scholar and poet Fan Chengda 范成大 (1126-1193) wrote, “on the sixteenth day of the twelfth month, [people] offer sacrifices to the Privy Lady” 十二月十六日祭廁姑.
 After this short note, Fan expressed his puzzlement at the manner in which local people addressed the goddess: “since she is called Lady, [she] of course is addressed as a young lady. But as to why she is the third, [I] have not found its origin” 蓋稱為姑自有姑娘之稱但何以行三未見所出.
 He also offered his speculation on the name of the goddess: “the reason ce 厠 [privy] is instead written as zi 紫 [purple] is that the character [ce] is not elegant and [people] changed it” 廁作紫者因字不雅而改之.
 However, the manner in which a deity is addressed often reflects the deity’s origin, status and function in the vast plethora of seemingly random popular beliefs and practices. It is deeply rooted in a complex and structured, though loosely, system of traditional beliefs. Fan’s confusion and his speculation, based purely on stylistic preferences, on the use of the character zi, “purple,” for the goddess’s name, reflect a typical literati perspective and a limited understanding of the complex system of Chinese popular beliefs. 
The earliest records of invoking the Purple Lady are found in texts from the Southern Dynasties. In the Jing Chu suishi ji 荊楚歲時記 (Records of Various Times of the Year in the Jing Chu Region), one of China's earliest collections on local festivals and customs by the Liang 梁 (502-587) dynasty scholar Zong Lin 宗懔 (ca. 499-563), a simple record reads, “on the fifteenth of the first month... that night [people] receive the Purple Lady to predict the future [harvest] of silkworm and mulberry, and foretell all sorts of things as well” 正月十五...其夕迎紫姑以卜將來蠶桑并占眾事.
 The earliest detailed description of the practice is found in the Yiyuan異苑 (Garden of Marvels), an early 5th century collection of anecdotes by the Southern Dynasties scholar Liu Jingshu劉敬叔 (?-ca. 468). It reads: 
The Purple Lady was originally a concubine of a household. She was envied by the main wife and died from extreme emotion on the fifteenth day of the first month. Therefore people of the world construct her form to receive her. The incantation goes, “Zixu (he is said to be her husband) is not here, Lady Cao (she is said to be the main wife) has left, so the young lady can come out now.” They receive her by the privy or the pigsty. If those who hold [the constructed figure of] her feel it becomes heavy, then it means her spirit has arrived. A woman from the Meng family in Pingchang stubbornly would not believe this, and went to hold the figure herself, [the figure] then soared through the roof and was gone. From then on, [people] dress [the figure of the Purple Lady] in torn clothes, it is because of this.
紫姑本人家妾，為大婦所嫉，正月十五日感激而死，故世人作其形迎之。咒雲：“子胥(雲是其婿)不在，曹夫人(雲是其姑)已行，小姑可出.” 於廁邊或豬欄邊迎之，捉之覺重，是神來也。平昌孟氏恒不信, 親往捉之，遂穿層而去。自爾，著以敗衣，蓋為此也. 

This record reveals the oral nature of the invocation as reflected in the incantation, gives the location of the practice and the method to determine whether the goddess has arrived, and testifies to the efficacy of the goddess. It starts with a background story to provide logical reasons for receiving the Purple Lady on the fifteenth day of the first month. But the record is unclear about the reason why she is received by the privy or the pigsty, and does not mention the purpose of people receiving her spirit. 
The Tang 唐 (618-907) dynasty text Xian yi lu 顯異錄 (Records of Strange Things Manifested) shows the development of the Purple Lady story in the later dynasty. It reads: 

The Purple Lady, a native of Laiyang, was surnamed He and named Mei, her style name was Liqing. Lijing of Shouyang took her as a concubine. His main wife envied her and secretly killed her in the privy on the fifteenth of the first month. The Heavenly Emperor had pity on her, and decreed for her to become the Privy Goddess. Therefore people of the world construct her form on that day, and at night receive and sacrifice to her by the privy to foretell all sorts of things. She is commonly called the Third Lady, also called the Third Lady of the Pit.

紫姑,萊陽人，姓何名媚，字麗卿. 壽陽李景納為妾. 其妻妬之,正月十五陰殺于廁中. 天帝憫之，命為廁神. 故世人以其日作其形, 夜於廁間迎祀，以占眾事, 俗呼為三姑. 又云坑三姑娘. 

Here the goddess enjoys a detailed biography with her full name, style name, hometown, identity, and descriptions of her death and canonization. This story explains both the time and location of receiving the Purple Lady, also gives a generalized purpose of the practice as “to foretell all sorts of things” 占眾事. What are the "all sorts of things" the Purple Lady is capable of predicting? After all, she was a lowly concubine murdered by the main wife in the most vulgar part of the residence – the privy. Though her spirit is canonized as a goddess, she still has to be received by the privy, and therefore seems to be bound to the place where most of the dirty work is the responsibility of women of low status. Furthermore, she is still portrayed as timid because in the Yiyuan text, for her to be brave enough to venture out, her invocator has to specify in advance that her husband and the main wife are not present. Yet invoking the Purple Lady has become a common practice in many places during the Lantern Festival when people seek blessings of all kinds. Moreover, the Purple Lady is also listed, together with the most important and powerful gods of Chinese religious beliefs, in catalogues of deities such as the Yuan元 (1271-1368) dynasty Soushen guangji 搜神廣記 (Extensive Records of Searching for the Gods) and Ming 明 (1368-1644) dynasty Sanjiao yuanliu soushen daquan 三教源流搜神大全 (The Most Thorough Account on Searching for the Gods and the Origins of the Three Teachings). The entry for the Zigu shen 紫姑神 (Purple Lady Goddess) in the latter reads:
The one that is the Purple Lady Goddess was a native of Laiyang County. She was surnamed He, and named Mei, her style name was Liqing. From a young age, she was good at reading. In the third year of the Chuigong reign of the Tang, Li Jing, the Prefect of Shouyang took her as a concubine. His main wife envied her and secretly killed her in the privy. From this on [the worship of the goddess] started. The Purple Lady Goddess died on the fifteenth day of the first month, therefore, she manifests her efficacy in the first month. 

紫姑神者, 乃萊陽縣人也.  姓何名媚, 字麗卿. 自幼讀書為利. 于唐垂拱三年壽陽刺史李景納為妾. 其妻姤之, 遂陰殺之于廁. 自此始也. 紫姑神死於正月十五日, 故顯靈於正月也. 

This record transfers the Yiyuan and Xian yi lu stories to the Tang dynasty, giving a specific time and specific historical identities to both the Purple Lady and her husband, to add more authenticity to the story. Nevertheless, the Purple Lady’s status as a concubine, her murder by the main wife in the privy on the fifteenth day of the first month, and her invocation during the time of the Lantern Festival was left unchanged. Therefore, the significance of these unchanged details regarding her social status and the circumstances of her death contributes to her efficacy and to the justification of her status as a goddess.  
In ancient China, one of the most common reasons for a man to obtain a concubine is that his main wife is unable to produce offspring. Therefore, the concubine’s childbearing potential constitutes a threat to the main wife’s status in the Chinese family structure, and becomes the fundamental cause of the conflict between the main wife and the concubine. The Southern Dynasties story in the Yiyuan uses the phrase that the Purple Lady “died from extreme emotion” 感激而死, which normally suggests suicide and can be interpreted as a result of her conflict with the main wife. However, the Tang dynasty story in the Xian yi lu and the record in the Ming dynasty Sanjiao yuanliu soushen daquan both read that she was “secretly killed [by the main wife] in the privy” 陰殺于廁中. The conflict thus seems to have aggravated in the transformation of the Purple Lady story over its hundreds of years of transmission, and settled with the extreme violence of murder in the accounts from later dynasties. In stories transmitted over generations, variations are inevitable. Nonetheless, the variations and transformations of a story occur for particular reasons, such as to illustrate a point, to place emphasis on a different aspect of the story, or to sharpen the focus on the story’s essential ideas. These changes must also align with the mentality of popular religious traditions, and have logical justifications to ensure its survival over hundreds of years of transmission. To analyze the mentality behind the above mentioned transformations of the Purple lady story, one has to consider the main wife’s motivation for murdering a concubine. Such an extreme action could only suggest the climax of the conflict between the two; that is, the concubine’s pregnancy that will soon subvert the position of the childless main wife. Similar to how local heroes who died in battle are likely to be enshrined as deities capable of protecting the area, if the Purple Lady was killed because she was pregnant, once canonized as a goddess, she would be regarded as capable of protecting pregnant women and their fetus. Naturally her efficacy would also extend to fertility blessings and protection over women and children in general. One such example is Chen Jinggu 陳靖姑, also known as Linshui furen 臨水夫人 (The Lady by the Water). Chen Jinggu was pregnant when she died during a rain ritual and later was enshrined as the protector of women, children, and in particular, boy spirit mediums (jitong 乩童).
 The case of the Purple Lady is very likely to be the same, and there indeed exist fundamental connections between fertility and childbirth, and the story, belief and practice involving the Purple Lady.
Connections to Childbirth and Fertility
Though never noted explicitly, various elements in the Purple Lady records suggest her connections to childbirth and fertility blessings. One piece of hard evidence that contributes to the argument for the Purple Lady’s position as the goddess of offspring can be found in Su Shi’s蘇軾 (1037-1101) “Zigu Shen ji” 紫姑神記 (A Record of the Purple Lady Goddess). Su Shi depicted the ritual of receiving the Purple Lady as “to dress up [a figure made of] grass and wood [branches] as a woman, put chopsticks in her hands and let two young children hold her up” 衣草木為婦人而寘筯手中二小童子扶焉.
 Here instead of drawing patterns of flowers as recorded in the 1605 Jiading xianzhi, Su Shi’s Purple Lady “drew words with the chopsticks” 以筯畫字 and told the story of her life:
Your humble maid was a native of Shouyang. I was surnamed He, named Mei, and my style name was Liqing. From a young age, I knew how to read and write. I became the wife of an entertainer. During the Chungong years of Tang, the Prefect of Shouyang murdered my husband, and took me as a concubine. His wife was extremely jealous and fierce, and I was killed by her in the privy. Though I died I did not dare to voice my grievances. But the heavenly envoys saw it, righted the wrong for me, and moreover let me have a position in the world of mortals. As to the so-called Offspring Lady Goddesses of the world, there are a great number of them, but there is none as prominent as your humble maid. 

妾, 夀陽人也. 姓何氏, 名媚, 字麗卿. 自幼知讀書屬文, 為伶人婦. 唐垂拱中, 夀陽刺史害妾夫, 納妾爲侍妾, 而其妻妬悍甚, 見殺於厠. 妾雖死不敢訴也, 而天使見之, 爲直其寃, 且使有所識於人間. 蓋世所謂子姑神者, 其類甚衆, 然未有如妾之卓然者也. 

Preserving the factual details of the Tang dynasty Xian yi lu story, Su Shi’s record further exaggerates the plight of the Purple Lady’s life.  One most interesting detail is that here the Zigu Shen 紫姑神 (Purple Lady Goddess) claims to be the most prominent of the many Zigu Shen 子姑神 (Offspring Lady Goddesses). For a distinguished man of letters such as Su Shi, it is unlikely that he made the mistake of confusing the two homonyms zi 紫, purple, and zi 子, offspring, using one in the title and the other in the text, much less confusing one goddess with a whole category of goddesses. Indeed, the same pronunciation of the two characters could have caused them to be used interchangeably, and played a significant part in the belief that the Purple Lady is one of the goddesses of fertility blessings. 
Other Offspring Lady Goddesses could originate from variations in the practice of invoking the Purple Lady. In the Yiyuan story, when people invoke the Purple Lady, they “construct her form to receive her” 作其形迎之, and in the Xian yi lu story, “people of the world construct her form on that day, and at night welcome and sacrifice to her by the privy” 世人以其日作其形夜於廁間迎祀. Su Shi’s description in “Zigu shen ji” shows that the way to construct her form is “to dress up [a figure made of] grass and wood [branches] as a woman” 衣草木為婦人. Variations could very well result from different ways of constructing the form of the Purple Lady. For example, when the figure is constructed by dressing up a bamboo manure basket or a broom, both common tools a woman use when working in a privy or a pigsty, the goddess is then called Qigu 箕姑 (The Manure Basket Lady), or Zhugu帚姑 (The Broom Lady). Yu Yue’s 俞樾 (1821-1907) Chaxiang shi sichao 茶香室四鈔 (The Fourth Manuscript in the Chamber of Tea Aroma) quotes one Jiangnan Jiading xianzhi江南嘉定縣志 (Gazetteer of Jiading County in Jiangnan) on the divination with these two goddesses:  
It is commonly said that in the first month all kinds of plants have their power of efficacy. Therefore, people prepare various kinds of sacrifices [to them] at the time of the Lantern [Festival]. To divine with the Manure Basket Lady, one sticks a chopstick to a bamboo manure basket and covers it with a scarf or a handkerchief to invoke her. When she comes, then [the manure basket with chopstick] can write and can strike people. [To divine with] the Broom Lady, [one] takes a battered broom with a skirt wrapped around it to divine. When [the Broom Lady] comes, then [the broom] can stand up or lie down. 

俗謂正月百草俱靈，故于燈時備諸祠。卜箕姑，以箾箕插筋，蒙以巾帕請之，至則能寫字，能擊人。帚姑，以敝帚系裙以卜，至則能起臥。

The quote also mentions many other goddesses of the same category, such as Weigu 葦姑 (The Reed Lady), Zhengu針姑 (The Needle Lady), and Qigu七姑 (The Seventh Lady). One Zhugu 竹姑 (The Bamboo Lady) is particularly interesting in light of the belief in the Purple Lady as the goddess of fertility:
[To divine with] the Bamboo Lady, [one] takes a small [piece of] bamboo and splits it into two halves. Two people, each with one half, play against the other with the end of their halves pointing at each other, as if they were carrying a sedan chair. When the goddess comes, the two halves then [bend] toward each other in the middle.  The sign is [that the two halves] touching each other in the middle. Sometimes, they bend away from each other in the middle; this is called “flower blossoming.” 
竹姑，以小竹剖為兩，二人各一筋對招，兩端相向，如輿狀，神至則雙篾中合，相嘎為兆。或能鼓其中，謂之開花。

Zhongguo shengyu lisu kao 中國生育禮俗考 (A Study of Birth Rituals and Customs in China), a book on customs and traditions of childbirth, notes that in many places of China, according to old customs, when a boy is born, the midwife splits a piece of bamboo into two halves and uses them as a pair of scissors to cut the umbilical cord.
 In the above mentioned record on divining with the Bamboo Lady, the sign of the two bamboo halves touching each other in the middle mimics the motion of a pair of bamboo scissors cutting the umbilical cord. The record suggests a connection between childbirth and the Bamboo Lady, and the other goddesses in the same group, including the many variations of the Purple Lady Goddess who could be what Su Shi’s account refers to as the many Offspring Lady Goddesses. Yu Yue’s record does not explicitly note the significance or the meaning of the sign in divining with the Bamboo Lady, possibly because Yu Yue, the male literati scholar, was not aware of the folk customs of childbirth and did not have enough understanding, or interest, in popular beliefs and practices of seeking blessings of childbirth and fertility. 
In the Purple Lady ritual, the wish to beget offspring can also be detected in the actual way people “construct her form to receive her” 作其形迎之. This motive may not always be expressed explicitly, but elements of such an idea can still be found in recent practices. For example, in the 1921 Minguo Fengcheng xian zhi 民國鳳城縣志 (Gazetteer of Fengcheng County during the Republic Period) of the Liaoning 遼寧 district, the ritual of qing Maogu 請茅姑, invoking the Latrine Lady, reads:
The Latrine
 Lady is suspected to be the Purple Lady, also commonly called Auntie Strainer. In the evening of the fifteenth day of the first month, little boys and girls cut a pair of pomegranate branches as legs, tie a horizontal bar as arms, and connect a strainer
 [at the top of the figure] as the head and face. [The figure] is decorated with colorful cloth flowers on its head, covered with a red jacket on its body, and is held up and positioned to ride on a broom. A young girl holds three sticks of incense and pulls the broom
 toward the latrine, back and forth [several times], praying while pulling. When the broom feels heavier than before, then the Latrine Lady has arrived. Then they carry [the figure] inside and set it beside the bed, holding it by its two legs. They place an incense table in front of it, and made it kowtow toward [the table]. If they ask about that year's amount of harvest, they then count the number of kowtowing. Or on this day, they embroider little shoes [for the Latrine Lady] and put them in the cracks of walls. If [the shoes] later disappear, it is said that the Latrine Lady has taken them and will bless [those who made the shoes] with the skills of elaborate and clever needlework.

茅姑, 疑即紫姑,  俗又謂笊籬姑姑. 於正月十五日晚間, 小兒女截雙榴枝為足, 縛橫木為臂, 續以笊籬為頭面. 頭簪綵花, 身被紅襖, 扶令騎帚. 一女童持香三炷, 曳帚向茅司往來, 且祝且曳, 覺帚重於前為茅姑來. 即抱立牀間, 把持兩足, 前設香幾, 令向磕頭. 如問年有幾分, 即以磕數為算. 或是日為繡小鞋, 置墻隙. 如后失去, 為茅姑領受, 可佑鍼黹精巧云. 

This record sounds more like a description of a children’s game than of a ritual invoking a goddess. Possibly the male, scholar official who wrote about the local customs indeed viewed it as a children’s game of make-believe. Though recorded from an outsider’s point of view, the account does offer one detail that allows a careful observer to peek into the original, essential purpose of the custom: here the figure of the Purple Lady, or the Latrine Lady, is made of pomegranate branches. Behind this seemingly random detail, lies a popular belief deeply rooted in the long traditions of China. Records of the pomegranate as a symbol for fertility go as far back as a story from the “Wei Shou zhuan” 魏收傳 (Biography of Wei Shou) in the Bei Qin shu 北齊書 (History of the Northern Qi). The story reads:
[Gao] Yanzong (?-578), the Prince of Ande, took as a consort the daughter of Li Zushou from the Zhao prefecture. Later the Emperor
 came to a banquet at the woman's residence. The consort's mother, Lady Song, presented two pomegranates in front of the Emperor. [The Emperor] asked everyone [at the banquet], none knew the meaning of it, and the Emperor threw them away. Wei Shou said, “The pomegranate has many seeds inside its womb. The Prince is newly married, and the consort's mother wishes their offspring to be abundant.” The Emperor was greatly delighted, and decreed, “You still get them back [for me].” Also [the Emperor] granted [Wei] Shou two bolts of elaborate brocade.

安德王延宗納趙郡李祖收女為妃，後帝幸女宅宴，妃母宋氏荐二石榴於帝前。問諸人，莫知其意，帝投之，收曰：“石榴房中多子，王新婚，妃母欲子孫眾多。帝大喜，詔曰：『卿還將來。』仍賜收美錦二匹。

Using pomegranate branches to construct the figure of the Purple Lady is a detail with an almost two-thousand-year-old traditional belief behind it. Overlooking this detail would result in missing one important aspect in the practice of invoking the Purple Lady.


The fact that the Purple Lady is received by the privy or the pigsty and that she is also commonly called Keng san guniang 坑三姑娘 (Third Lady of the Pit) is especially significant to the connections between the Purple Lady and the blessings of fertility. The name Keng san guniang can also mean “Three Ladies of the Pit.” In the late 16th century novel Fengshen yanyi 封神演義 (Canonization of Gods),
 Yunxiao 雲霄 (Cloudy-heavens), Qiongxiao 瓊霄 (Jade-heavens), and Bixiao 碧霄 (Emerald-heavens), the three younger sisters of Zhao Gongming 趙公明, fought and died in the battle of Huanghe zhen 黃河陣 (The Yellow River Formation) which they set up to avenge their brother's death. Their fabao 法寶 (ritual treasures, or weapons) are the Hunyuan jindou 混元金斗 (Golden Bucket of the Chaos Prime)
 and the Jinjiao jian 金蛟剪 (Golden Water-Dragon Scissors). In the ninety-ninth chapter of the novel, “Jiang Ziya Returns to the Capital to Canonize Gods” 薑子牙歸國封神, the three sisters are identified as Keng san guniang 坑三姑娘 (Three Ladies of the Pit), and canonized as goddesses to “hold the Golden Bucket of the Chaos Prime, especially in charge of the former cosmos and later cosmos” 掌混元金鬥，專擅先後之天.
 The former and later cosmoses are the stages before and after a person’s birth. The passage further clarifies that “Cloudy-heavens Goddess, Jade-heavens Goddess, and Emerald-heavens Goddess, the above three ladies, are exactly the goddesses called the Three Ladies of the Pit. The Golden Bucket of the Chaos Prime is the bucket toilet of the mortal world. The birth of each and every person transforms and originates from within here” 雲霄娘娘、瓊霄娘娘、碧霄娘娘以上三姑，正是坑三姑娘之神，混元金鬥，即人間之淨桶。凡人之生育，皆從此化生.
 The three goddesses have absolute power over the birth of all beings, “each and every one of the immortals, mortals, and those who entered sagehood, the various feudal lords and Sons of Heaven, the honored, the disdained, the worthy, and the foolish, before setting their foot in this earthly world, they will first transfer their kalpa
 through the Golden Bucket, and should not bypass the office of the canonized goddesses who are the immortal ladies with efficacy in the world” 凡一應仙凡入聖，諸侯天子，貴賤賢愚，落地先從金鬥轉劫，不得越此為感應世仙姑正神之位.
 If the Golden Bucket of the Chaos Prime, the bucket toilet, is the very beginning of the birth of souls, the other ritual treasure of the Three Ladies of the Pit, the Golden Water-Dragon Scissors, can also be interpreted as the pair of scissors to cut the umbilical cord.
The reason why the privy is closely related to childbirth is that in ancient times, giving birth was regarded as extremely unclean, and the blood from childbirth was considered both powerful and harmful, capable of “harming the yang and breeding diseases” 損陽生病, as well as causing plagues, natural disasters, poor harvest, and bad luck.
 As a result, in many places of China, there has long been a tradition that a woman giving birth at a friend or relative's house, or even her own mother's, is a rather serious offense against the host family. For example, in Wengyuan 翁源 of Guangdong 廣東, it even calls for an atoning anlong 安龍 (Pacifying the Dragon) ritual.
 Even at her own residence, a woman should not give birth in the main bedroom. The “Nei ze” 內則 (Inner Rules) chapter of the Li ji 禮記 (The Book of Rites) notes that “when the main wife is about to give birth, when it comes to the beginning of the [last] month [of pregnancy] she [should move to] live in a subsidiary room” 妻將生子, 及月辰居側室,
 and “for the common people without a subsidiary room, when it comes to the beginning of the [last] month [of pregnancy], the husband should move out to live in a common room” 庶人無側室者, 及月辰, 夫出居群室.
 A woman from a poor family or of low status, such as a concubine, probably simply gave birth in the privy. In many places of China, there has been a long standing custom that a woman must include a bucket toilet painted with red lacquer in the dowry she takes to her husband’s house on the wedding day. The bucket is called zisun tong 子孫桶, the Offspring Bucket, and is a symbol of fertility.
 It is possible that in ancient times women might deliver their babies directly into the Offspring Bucket. Or in the case of women of low status, the baby could be delivered into a true bucket toilet. From the Ming dynasty onward, one popular belief has been that the Three Ladies of the Pit, Cloudy-heavens Goddess, Jade-heavens Goddess, and Emerald-heavens Goddess, are in fact the Zisun niangniang 子孫娘娘 (Offspring Goddess), Cuisheng niangniang 催生娘娘 (Expedient Birth Goddess), and Songsheng niangniang 送生娘娘 (Birth Delivery Goddess) that are often enshrined at local temples.
 
Background in Pig Worship and Daoism

In ancient China the privy was also the pigsty. The “Wu Wuzi zhuan” 武五子傳 (Biography of Wu Wuzi) in the Han shu 漢書 (History of the Former Han)
 mentions that “the pigs in the privy came out in herds” 廁中豕群出, and Yan Shigu 顏師古 (581-645) annotated this sentence with the comment “a privy is a lavatory for raising pigs” 廁, 養豕溷也. The extraordinary reproductive abilities associated with the pig have long been worshipped. Archeologists have discovered that pigs were used as common burial items in prehistoric cultures in China, and have uncovered the ancient belief in the pig as the symbol of Dimu 地母 (Earth Mother), when people “believed the dead would come back to life by the aid of the reproductive capacity and vitality of the pig, or the Earth Mother.”
  Therefore the pig n   aturally became associated with female reproductivity. 
The pigsty as the location for receiving the Purple Lady also suggests a Daoist background for the Purple Lady belief. In ancient China, the pig is also related to the Beidou 北斗 (The Big Dipper). The Wu za zu五雜組 (Five Miscellaneous Groups), a Ming dynasty book of miscellaneous jottings by Xie Zhaozhe 謝肇淛 (1567-1624), mentions that “according to legend, the Big Dipper is said to be in the form of pigs” 北斗相傳如豕狀.
 A story from the “Fangwai liezhuan” 方外列傳 (Biography of Those beyond the World) in the Zui wei lu 罪惟錄 (Incrimination through Writing), a history of the Ming dynasty by Zha Jizuo 查繼佐 (1601-1676), further explains the connection between the Big Dipper and the pig. In the story, the Ming dynasty official Xu Youzhen 徐有貞 (1407-1472) incorrectly performed the Doumu fa 斗母法 (Dipper Mother Ritual), and as a result, “on that day great wind and thunder arose, suddenly seven pigs were seen rushing into the palace hall, and just as suddenly their whereabouts were unknown; then the Grand Scribe reported that the Dipper stars were missing” 是日風雷大作猝見七豕奔殿上忽不得所在于是太史奏斗星不見.
 The concept of Doumu 斗母 (Dipper Mother), also called Doumu 斗姥 (Old Woman of the Dipper) and Doumu yuanjun 斗姆元君 (Primordial Sovereign, Goddess of the Dipper) was formed rather late, approximately during the Yuan or Ming dynasties.
 But earlier Daoist texts suggest that there existed the concept of a mother goddess of the Dipper stars as well. According to the Yuqing wushang lingbao ziran beidou bensheng zhenjing 玉清無上靈寶自然北斗本生真經 (The Perfect Scripture on the Origin of Birth of the Great Unsurpassed Numinous Treasure and the Spontaneous Northern Dipper of the Jade Clarity) from approximately the Song or Yuan dynasty, Ziguang furen 紫光夫人 (Lady Purple Radiance) gave birth to nine sons, the oldest being the “Heavenly Monarch and Great Emperor at the Upper Palace of the Curved Array” 勾陳上宮天皇大帝, the second oldest being the “Purple Tenuity of the Central Heaven, Great Emperor of the Northern [Celestial] Pole” 中天紫微北極大帝, while the seven younger sons were the seven Dipper stars.
 Moreover, the character dou 斗 in Hunyuan jindou 混元金斗 (Golden Bucket of the Chaos Prime), the ritual treasure of the Three Ladies of the Pit where the birth of every person originates, has two possible meanings:  one is “a bucket” as in the “bucket toilet,” and the other is “the Dipper.” Therefore, the Hunyuan jindou 混元金斗 could also be the “Golden Dipper of the Chaos Prime.” Through the connection between the privy and the pigsty, and that between the pig and the Dipper, it seems that the privy can be viewed as an earthly counterpart of the Big Dipper. Similarly, the celestial mother who gave birth to the seven Dipper stars and the stars of Curved Array and Purple Tenuity – the highest stars in the heavens, and the humble goddess of the privy, the concubine whose sons are of the lowest status in the family structure of the world of mortals, can be viewed as mirror images of each other. Even their names, Lady Purple Radiance and the Purple Lady, suggest almost a kind of ritual symmetry. In ancient times, women and children, as humble and vulnerable beings of the mortal world, typically held no authority, power or officiality to summon the lofty celestial gods through talismans, registers, and formal rituals. Only trained Daoist masters were able to perform those rituals involving celestial gods. For women and children, the earthly goddess of the privy, the Purple Lady, was the one to whom they had direct access and from whom they sought blessings and protection.    
Lantern Festival and Fertility Blessings


The Purple Lady died on the day of the Lantern festival, or the fifteenth day of the first month. In ancient times, deng 燈, lantern, and ding 丁, offspring, had the same pronunciation, and the lantern has long been a symbol for offspring. The customs of toudeng 偷燈 (stealing lanterns) and songdeng 送燈 (presenting lanterns as a gift) have long been traditional good-luck customs for begetting offspring.
 The Lantern Festival, the fifteenth day of the first month, therefore, is a festival full of customs concerning offspring and fertility blessings, making it a very important festival for women. For example, in Guangdong 廣東 as well as many other places in China, there has been   a traditional custom called wulongdeng 舞龍燈 (Dragon Lantern Dance) that takes place during  the Lantern Festival. Local women offer presents and money for the Dragon Lantern to be danced around her and paraded in front of her house with a little boy riding on the Dragon Latern. It is regarded as an auspicious sign of qilin songzi 麒麟(騎鱗)送子, meaning “the Chinese Unicorn bringing along a son,” or “a son sent along riding on scales (the dragon).”
 There have also been all sorts of miscellaneous customs performed during the Lantern Festival related to fertility blessings. In late Ming, as recorded in the “Spring Scenes” 春場 passage in the Dijing jingwu lüe 帝京景物略 (Brief Account of the Sights of the Imperial Capital) by Liu Tong 劉侗 (jinshi 1634) and Yu Yizheng于奕正 (fl. 1615-1635), women of the capital would roam the city in groups on the fifteenth night of the first month. They “go to every gate in the city wall, and secretly touch the studs on the gate, it means good fortune with men, and is called 'touching the studs'” 至城各門手暗觸釘謂男子祥曰摸釘兒.
 Within this context, the custom of qing guniang 請姑娘 (Invoking the Young Lady) in the same chapter of the Dijing jingwu lüe, very likely a variation of invoking the Purple Lady, also seems to have the purpose of seeking fertility blessings:
The nights before and after the fifteenth, women bundle up a straw figure, paste its face with paper and makeup, [cover its] head with a bandana, dress it in a shirt and skirt, and call it “the Young Lady.” Two young girls hold it up by its arms. They then sacrifice horse manure to it, beat the drums and sing local songs of horse manure. After praying to it thrice, the goddess then jumps up and down. If [the straw figure] keeps bowing, it is good omen; If it falls and does not get up, it is then bad omen. If offended by the presence of man, it then falls face down.

望前後夜, 婦女束草人, 紙粉面, 首帕衫裙, 號稱姑娘. 兩童女掖之, 祀以馬糞, 打鼓, 歌馬糞鄉歌. 三祝, 神則躍躍, 拜不已者, 休; 倒不起, 乃咎也. 男子沖而仆. 

Instead of invoking the goddess by the privy or the pigsty, here horse manure is used as an offering to the deity. Based on many records of manure-related local customs around the fifteenth of the first month, including records from the Jing Chu suishi ji where the earliest record of the Purple Lady worship is found, Zhang Xiaoshu 張曉舒argues that the origin of the Purple Lady worship is in fact the worship of manure.
 She concludes that because manure fertilizes the land, it became the symbol of good harvest and prosperity in early times, therefore the purpose of invoking the Purple Lady was to inquire about the amount of harvest of the year and pray for prosperity. Zhang’s argument is sound and supported by evidence, yet it can be taken one step further. This paper believes that the Purple Lady – as a female personification of the nurturing force of manure; as the humble goddess of the privy and toilet bucket where the birth of all men originates, where the pig symbolizes the reproductivity and vitality of the Earth Mother; and as an earthly mirror image of the celestial Lady Purple Radiance – is in fact a goddess of fertility and childbirth, and a protector of women and children. 
Concluding Remarks


Elements of childbirth and fertility blessings can be found in records from various regions and time periods documenting the practices of invoking the Purple Lady. Although the details of the practices vary from region to region and time period to time period, and sometimes the goddess takes on different names, these fundamental elements have been embedded in the Purple Lady belief throughout history, starting from the Southern Dynasties up to the very recent time. The underlying theme of childbirth and fertility blessings exists in the stories of the Purple Lady and the details of ritual practices, such as the time and location of invoking the goddess, and the manner in which the figure of the goddess is constructed. Such a fundamental theme reveals intricate connections between the Purple Lady worship and the complex system of traditional, popular beliefs of childbirth, pig worship, and manure worship, as well as Daoist religious structures built around the Big Dipper. Therefore, this paper concludes that the Purple Lady is in fact the folk goddess of fertility and childbirth, and the protector of women and children. The underlying purpose of women and children invoking the Purple Lady at the Lantern Festival is to seek blessings of fertility and childbirth.
Appendix:
Translation of Su Shi’s 蘇軾 (1037-1101) “Zigu shen ji” 紫姑神記 (A Record of the Purple Lady Goddess):
On the first day of the first month in the third year of the Yuanfeng (1078-1085) reign, I initially left the capital for Huangzhou, and arrived in the prefecture on the first day of the second month. The next year, the metropolitan degree holder Pan Bing told me, “How strange. The people of Huang didn’t know it when you, the reverend sir, initially received the appointment [to come to Huangzhou]. There was a goddess descended to the residence of Guo, a non-native of the prefecture, and spoke to people clear and loud. She was good at composing poems too. [The goddess] said, ‘the revered sir Su is about to come, but I don’t get to meet him.’ Later, the day the revered sir arrived was the day the goddess left.” In the first month of the next year [after that], Bing again said, “The goddess has again descended to the Guo’s.” I went to see her. [The ritual] was to dress up [a figure made of] grass and wood [branches] as a woman, put chopsticks in her hands and let two young children hold her up. [The figure] drew words with the chopsticks, saying “Your humble maid was a native of Shouyang. I was surnamed He, named Mei, and my style name was Liqing. From a young age, I knew how to read and write. I became the wife of an entertainer. During the Chungong years of Tang, the Prefect of Shouyang murdered my husband, and took me as a concubine. His wife was extremely jealous and fierce, and I was killed by her in the privy. Though I died I did not dare to voice my grievances. But the heavenly envoys saw it, righted the wrong for me, and moreover let me have a position in the world of mortals. As to the so-called Offspring Lady Goddesses of the world, there are a great number of them, but there is none as prominent as your humble maid.  If the revered sir would linger a bit longer, I will compose poems for you, and will also dance to entertain the revered sir.” Her poems amounted to several dozens, and were composed deftly and fast, all with ingenious thoughts and sprinkled with mockery and jesting. When she is asked of the principles of gods, immortals, ghosts, Buddhas and transformations, her answers were all beyond people's expectations. The seated guests at the event clapped their hands and made the tune of “Dao diao Liangzhou,” and the goddess danced to the rhythm. At the end of the song, she paid respect [to me] again to make a request, “The revered sir's fame in writing is heard throughout the world, why hold back a little piece of paper and not let the people of the world know about your humble maid?” I thought over lady He's life, [she was] abducted by a cruel official, then murdered by the fierce main wife, her grief was deep. However, she never pointed out the name of the Prefect and seemed to be someone who followed the rites. When the guests came, she knew thoroughly their life story, but she never mentioned people's private matters, nor their merits or faults. That can be called understanding. In addition, she understands and loves writing and is ashamed of being unknown to the world, these are all [traits of her] that can be regarded as worthy. [Therefore] I roughly recorded her life for her to satisfy her intention.
元豐三年正月朔日, 予始去京師來黄州. 二月朔至郡. 至之明年, 進士潘丙謂予曰, “異哉, 公之始受命, 黄人未知也. 有神降于州之僑人郭氏之第, 與人言如響, 且善賦詩, 曰, 蘇公將至, 而吾不及見也. 已而, 公以是日至, 而神以是日去.” 其明年正月, 丙又曰, “神復降于郭氏.” 予徃觀之, 則衣草木為婦人, 而寘筯手中, 二小童子扶焉. 以筯畫字曰, “妾, 夀陽人也. 姓何氏, 名媚, 字麗卿. 自幼知讀書屬文, 為伶人婦. 唐垂拱中, 夀陽刺史害妾夫, 納妾爲侍妾, 而其妻妬悍甚, 見殺於厠. 妾雖死不敢訴也, 而天使見之, 爲直其寃, 且使有所識於人間. 蓋世所謂子姑神者, 其類甚衆, 然未有如妾之卓然者也. 公少留兒爲賦詩, 且舞以娯公.” 詩數十篇, 敏捷立成,皆有妙思,雜以嘲笑. 問神仙鬼佛變化之理, 其荅皆出於人意外. 坐客撫掌, 作 “道調梁州,”神起舞中節. 曲終再拜以請曰, “公文名於天下, 何惜方寸之紙, 不使世人知有妾乎?” 予觀何氏之生, 見掠于酷吏, 而遇害於悍妻, 其怨深矣. 而終不指言刺史之姓名, 似有禮者. 客至逆知其平生, 而終不言人之隂私與休咎, 可謂知矣. 又知好文字而恥無聞於世, 皆可賢者. 粗為錄之, 荅其意焉.
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