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A Study of Auspicious Iconography of Magu

MAQ, Jiaqi

Magu is a legendary Daoist female immortal, associated with the elixir of life. Stories in
Chinese literature describe Magu as a beautiful young lady with long birdlike fingernails. Magu
xian shou (‘Magu gives her birthday greetings)) is a popular motif in Chinese art, particularly in
occasions of celebrating women’s birthday. Her iconography became especially popular in Qing
dynasty (1644-1912). By collecting and comparing images of Magu, this paper elucidates how her
image changed and became generalized over time. Some of her features described in the original
texts had gradually disappeared, including her long fingernails, topknot and long hair down.

This paper proposes the main reason for Magu’s popularity is closely related to the decline of
the iconography of Mao Nii, who used to be the typical female immortal represents seclusion and
longevity. During the Qing dynasty, paintings of female feet were newly deemed inappropriate.
Since bare feet were an essential feature by which Mao Nii was recognized, her image suddenly
became controversial in the world of Chinese art and faded out. On the other hand, Magu who
wears dress long enough to cover feet, and showing her beautiful hands, also represents longevity,
more sociable, soon took over Mao Nii’s place. Today, Magu’s image is widely known through

opera and plays.



