MU-CHOU POO

Ghost Literature: Exorcistic
Ritual Texts or Daily Entertainment?

S cholars of Chinese popular religious culture have long been aware that,
in David Johnson’s words, “the distinction between entertainment and
religion that comes naturally to us did not seem that obvious to most Chi-
nese,” and often their focus has been on the intersection between the per-
formance of ritual and play in the late-imperial and modern periods.’
Relatively few studies in the religious culture of early and medieval China
have been devoted to the relationship between text and ritual, especially in
the context of exorcism. By focusing on ghost literature, I hope to reveal
the layering of social contexts and show intertwining of text, ritual, and
religiosity.

A few words about the relationship between ritual, performance, and
entertainment are in order before we proceed. Ritual may be defined as
sthose conscious and voluntary, repetitious and stylized symbolic bodily
actions that are centered on cosmic structures and/or sacred presences,”
which also include verbal actions such as chants and prayers.” It is often a
performance that aims at creating a special, or sacred, situation and realm
of existence, such as going back to a primordial time, that enables the per-
formers and participants to gain special powers or revelations.” Besides
serving as a venue of access to the divine world, ritual reinforces prevailing
social and cultural values and helps to unite the participants as a socio-

' David Johnson, ed., Ritual and Scripture in Chinese Popular Religion: Five Studies (Chinese
Popular Culture Project, 1995}, p. 91. For a discussion of the interaction between drama and
ritual in contemporary Taiwan, see Wang Songshan T B\, Banxian yu guoxi: Teiwan min-
jian xiqu renleixue yenjiu BHIFI{E B & % R 8Lt A SRERTH F (Taipei: Daoxiang, 1988), pp-
127-5g. For theoretical considerations of the relationship between ritual znd play in gener-
al, see the recent discussion by Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions {Oxford:
Oxford U.P., 1997}, pp. 72-76; 150-64.

2 Evan M. Zuesse, “Ritual,” in Mircea Etiade, ed., Encyclopaedia of Religion {New York:
Macmillan, 1987) 12, p. 405. See also Bell's general introduction in Ritual. The present
discussion is not specifically concerned with definitions.

3 See Stanley J. Tambiah, “A Performative Approach 1o Ritual,” in Tambiah, Culture,
Thought, and Secial Action, An Anthropological Perspective (Cambridge: Harvard U.P., 1G8s), pp.
128-66.
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cultural group. However, if ritual is performed in a “repetitious and styl-
ized” fashion,? it becomes predictable and thus eventnally less extraordi-
nary. With every repetition, it becomes more like a dramatic performance,
as the onlookers and participants expect more or less the same result: wheth-
er it is self-purification, assurance of the benevolence of divine beings, or
union with the sacred. Drama and ritual — both being symbolic and meta-
phorical — are not always exclusive.* Concerning this somewhat ambigu-
ous relationship between ritual and entertainment, one can, following
Johnson’s assertion, further suggest that “sacred time” is indeed “festive
time,” and that the serions ritual act is in fact a form of entertainment. The
Daoist jiae B , for example, is a series of performances that embodies the
tenets of the Daoist religion, through which human beings have access to
the divine. For the Daoist priests involved, the ritual acts are serious and
rich in meaning, because they bring down the spirits and send up messages
to the divine world by following correct procedures. It may, however, also
be considered as a form of entertainment for the onlookers, as the rich
music and spectacular performances and ritual paraphernalia on display,
in addition to invoking a sense of mystery and reverence, also hold the
attention of the audience. For the community, then, the perfermance of the
ritual is both an act in which the members collectively gain the blessing of
the divine, and a form of entertainment that draws the attention and emo-

tion of the participants together and therefore reinforces the community’s
solidarity ¢

+ This, of course, need not mean that every performance of each ritnal will be exactly the
same; see ibid., pp. 140—41.

5 From the perspective of performing art, see, for example, Richard Schechner, Beiween
Theater and Anthragiology (Philadelphia: U. of Pennsylvania P, 1985), pp. 3-33. From an ar-
cheological point of view, see Colin Renfrew, “The Archaeology of Religion,” in C. Renfrew
and Ezra B. W, Zubrow, eds., The Ancient Mind {Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1994), pp. 47—
54, €sp. h2. In the Chinese context, for example, the origins of certain forms of local drama
are closely related to the rimal of Yulanpen. See Piet van der Loon, “Les origins rituelles du
théatre chinois,” 74 265.1-2 (1¢77), pp. 141-68. For Yilanpen T W2, see Stephen F. Teiser,
The Ghost Festival itn Medieval Ching (Princeton: Princeton U.P., 1g88). For the relation be-
tween ritual and drama in the late-imperial period, see David Johnson, ed., Ritual Opere,
Operatic Ritual {Berkeley: Chinese Popular Culture Project, 1g8g). A form of exorcism, the
No M play, has received special attention in the past few decades. See a series of publica-
tions in Wang Qiugui TEEE | ed., Minsu guyi congshuy RIEMBHE .

& In connection with the Taoist ritual and its entertaining aspects, see John Lagerwey, Taoist
Ritual in Chinese Society and History (New York: Macmillan, 1985), pp. 52—53. For a recent
study on this theme in contemporary Taiwanese religious festivals, see Li Fengmao 25844,
“Yansu yu youxi: cong laji dac yingwangji de feichang guancha™ BB EEM BB LEFNT
S| "R, B, Zhongyang yanjiuyuan minzuxue yanfiuse fihan T S B 5T BY B BB TRFR
& 88 {1999), pp- 135-72.
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Thus when religious rituals are performed, we should not presume
that it is only a belief in the efficacy of the rituals that brings believers
together. Intermembral relationships, manifested in the relative posnt.lon
that each member occupies in the ritual act, are often an important objec-
tive. When members of a religious community seriously engage in the
“playing out” of the ritual, each according to his position, the expression
sentertainment” should perhaps be applied to the ritual and understood in
a literal sense.

Ghost literature, as | intend to demonstrate, is one kind of evidence
that allows us to explore the ramifications of this observation. The whole
notion of ghosts is a ubiquitous part of the belief systems of ancient China,
as it is in the modern period. Ghosts originated in the prehistoric, and have
served throughout history as a focal point to show how a certain religigus
system, whether Daoism or Buddhism, absorbed or further developed “in-
digenous” or “primary” religious ideas. The fact that ghosts are often cen-
tral to rituals and popular stories makes an ideal medium to reflect on the
relationship between ritual and entertainment. What follows, needless to
say, is only a preliminary attempt to tackle this issue.

GHOST STORIES AND EXORCISTIC
RITUAL TEXTS IN THE EARLY PERIOD

Although the idea of ghosts must have originated in prelitera.te soc.il
ety, and people must have been thinking and talking about gh'osts: in thbelr
daily lives from the earliest times, written records of ghost stories in China
appear only as early as the Eastern Zhou period.”

The Commentary of Zuo (Juozhuan 8) recounts the story of the duke
of Qi T &, who once unjustly executed a cousin by the name of Peng
Sheng ¥4 . Peng Sheng’s ghost later came back to haunt the du‘ke and
indirectly caused his death.® This episode, while relating an interesting sto-
ry, also reflects the common idea that the dead could become g‘hosts to
haunt people when they had suffered injustice or other undeserving fate.

7 For the concept of ghosts in the Shang and Zhou periods, see Mu-chou Poo, “The E.?fc_hlv-
ing Concept of Ghost in Ancient Chinese Religion,” International F:on.ference on gel:igmr}
and Chinese Society: The Transformation of a Field and Its Implication for the Study o
Chinese Culture, Chinese University of Hong Kong, May 2g,to_]une 2, 2000. Fo_r a general
treatment of the culture of ghosts in China, see Xu Hualong B, Zhongguo gui wenhua
% 1t {Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 19g1).

B Zuozkuan 1% {SSJZS edn ), j. 8, p. 17. For discussion, see Mu-chou Poo, M Search of
Personal Welfare (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998), p. 57-
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Moreover, it was employed by the author to convey the moral lesson that
one should not act unjustly. The story, a relatively minor cne, later became
one of the most famous ghost stories in the Chinese literary tradition. When
Mozi mentioned it,* for example, he used it as evidence for the existence of
ghosts, to convince his audience that ghosts did exist, and that people had
better behave and not incur their wrath. Both Skiji 30 and Henshu B
carry the story as historical narratives, basically rephrasing that given in
Zuozhuan and bringing it into the writing of “history.”'® In the Three King-
doms period the story was recounted as evidence of the transforming char-
acteristics of ghosts and spirits. A famous “man of arts” (or “magician”;

fangski i + ) named Guan Lu ¥ once mentioned that

duke Du #:{H released his spirit by riding on the flame; Peng Sheng es-
tablished his image by means of water transformation. Therefore the liv-
ing can come in and out of [the world], and the dead can appear or disap-
pear. This is because the spirit of things changes into wandering souls,
and human beings and ghosts resonate with each other, according to the
rules of destiny # .1*

The story of the ghost of Peng Sheng was mentioned again in the His-
tory of Liang and the History of the Northern Dynasties,'? and served as a pro-
verbial reference to one who was killed unjustly. On the other hand, in the
work of the Eastern Han skeptic Wang Chong E#. , the story of Peng
Sheng was cited as evidence that ghosts could not harm people.!? For the
Daoist Ge Hong B, again, the story became evidence for the existence
of ghosts.'* Even Buddhist literature and medical texts used the story as
evidence for the existence of ghosts, '’

9 Sun Yirang fRBG5E , Moz xiangu B 15 (Taipei: Shijie, 1974) 8, pp. 139—40.

10 Skiji 350 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1971) 32, pp. 1484, 1530; Han shu %3 (Beijing:
Zhenghua shuju, 1971) 27, p. 1436.

VI Sanguozhi = HE {Weishu ) (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1g71) 2g, p. 822.

2 Ligngshu #29% (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1971) 5, p. 122; 48, p. 66g; Beishi JLH (Beijing:
Zhonghua, 1971) 33, p. 1234.

13 Huang Hui %, annot., Lunkeng jizoshi BT B (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1990} 65, p.
941.

14 Ge Hong, Baopuzi neipian BN F A B, juan 2, “Lun xian 5 {4 "; see Wang Ming T8,
annot., Baopuzi neipian jisoshi S F IR (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1685), p. 21.

15 Hongmingfi 51808 (Tno. 2102, vol. 52), p. gBa: “The way of the heavenly court reveals
and testifies itself, which is shown in the bestowing of honer on Zhaojianzi and duke Mu of
Qin. The way of the ghost avenges [injustice], which is seen in the appearances of duke Du

and Pengsheng™ X EH%  HiMER-BEM, RETR, HAZE SRR N and Guong
Hongmingji B3LU5 1 (Tno. 2103 vol. g2}, p. 188: “The father of king Yu transformed into a
yellow bear, the king of Han changed into a black deg, and the incident of Pengsheng ap-
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Guan Lu’s story about duke Du was another one of the avenging ghost
type that was well known to later generations and often mentioned along
with Peng Sheng. Supposedly, duke Du was killed unjustly by king Xuan of
Zhou. His avenging ghost appeared three years later during a hunting ses-
sion, dressed in red garments, carrying a red bow and arrows, and shot and
killed the king.}6Another story in Zuozhuan describes the duke of jin’s dream
of a demon who accused him of unjustly killing the demon’s grandson.!”?
The story is part of a larger plot in which the fate of the duke of Jin was
foretold by two incidents, both of which invelved his dreams, which be-
come simply a means for relating the story of the duke’s death. Though it
might seem that Zuozhuan endorsed the validity of the dreams and the ex-
istence of ghasts, the stories could at the same time have been deliberately
chosen to criticize the duke of Jin’s unethical deeds. Whatever the case, the
inclusion of the stories underscores the predestined and just aspects of the
duke’s death. Moreover, the popularity of such ghost stories as those of
Peng Sheng and duke Du also indicates that they were an effective literary
motif.

Although the entertainment value of these typical ghost stories con-
tributed to their success, they were perhaps not written with only a purpose
to entertain. One example of an account closer to pure entertainment is the
story of Li Ji ZZZ contained in Hanfeizi ¥8JEF . Li Ji was from Yan but
traveled frequently. Once, in his absence, his wife had an affair with anoth-
er man. One day Li Ji came home unexpectedly and caught them together
in the inner chamber. His wife was frightened but her servant calmly ad-

vised the following:

“Let the young gentleman be naked with disheveled hair and rush straight
out through the door. Then we will pretend to have seen nothing.” There-
upon the man followed her advice and ran out through the door. Ji said:

pears as a boar was known to the duke of Qi" & IR &EE, BIEAER BERREE
P2 For a medical text, see Xu Mingyi leian 18 AR HE (Yingyin wenyunange SKQS edn.),
vol. 784, j. 22, pp. 560-H1: “When there are also sicknesses that are caused by offending
ghosts and spirits, one should pray and get well. As for the origin of ghosts, there are &
number of ways. Some are caused by unsolvable hatred that was one’s own wrong doing,
some are caused by the ancestors, some are caused by one’s harming others by mistake.
These are all verifiable facts, although the Confucians will not mention them, they are re-
corded in the Canons and histories. Stories such as Pengsheng and Boyou are numerous, and
many have witnessed them” EH B LR MR, Rl i = A, ERELR, M8 . £
B EENFERE, SUSKERE, FRRAFTAE, HEFRETH, UEHEMTE,
KEREE MATFBEMBECHES, BERTD.

16 See Guoyu B35 (SBBY edn)) 1, p. 11: Sun, Moz Xiangu 8, p. 730

17 Zuazhuan 26, p. 29.
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“Who is that?” “Nobody,” replied everyone in the house. Li Ji asked,
“Have I seen a ghost?” His wife replied: “Certainly!” “What shall I do
then?” “Take the excrement of five kinds of animal and bathe in it.” Ji
said: “All right!” So he bathed in the excrement. Another version says the
man bathed in orchid soup.'®

A passage in Xunzi %} further illustrates how afraid a credulous per-
son could become when confronting the notion of ghosts:

There was a man named Juan Shuliang A% % who lived south of Xia-
shou % . He was stupid and easily frightened. One night he was walk-
ing in the moonlight when, glancing down and seeing his shadow, he
took it for a crouching ghost. Looking up, he caught sight of his own hair
and took it for a devil standing over him. He whirled around and started
running, and when he reached his home he fell unconscious and died.'”

The main thrust of the stories could be seen as having two functions:
on the one hand they are warnings not to be credulous and stupid; on the
ather hand the stories themselves could be quite entertaining, We are meant
to laugh at the foolish cuckold bathing in excrement and the terrified delt
scared to death by his own imagination. Another story with a similar effect
is found in Liiski chungiu & FSF K and involves a “strange ghost” who liked
to appear in disguise in the form of people’s sons and nephews:

North of Liang there is a place called Ligiu bu I &F, where there was

a strange ghost who liked to imitate the likeness of people’s sons, neph-

ews and younger brothers. In the town there was an old man. Once, when

he went to the market and came back drunk, and the ghost of Liqiu turned

into the form of his son and held him and tortured him on the way home.

When the old man returned home and sobered up, he scolded his son

and said: “I am your father, didn’t I care for you? I was drunk, and you

tortured me on the way, why?” His son cried, bowed to the ground and

said: “This is wicked! There is no such thing. You can ask the people east

of the town tomorrow.” His father believed him and said: “Yes! This must

have been the strange ghost. ] have heard about this.” The next day, he

again went to the market and drank, thinking that he might meet the

ghost and kill it. Thus he went to the market and got drunk. His real son

& Wang Xianshen F &1, Hanfeizi jijic RIE T 8 (Taipei: Shijie, 1962), pp. 182-85;

W. K. ;_.iau, trans., The Complete Works of Han Fei Tou (London: Arthur Probsthain. 1939) 2,
pp- 7-8-

19 Wang Xianqgian T 5, Xunzi fijic & F %8 (Taipei: Shijie,1967), p. 270; Burten
Watson, trans., Hsén Tou. (New York: Columbia U. Press, 1983}, pp. 134-35.
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feared that his father could not return safely, so he went to meet his fa-
ther. The old man saw his real son, drew the sword and stabbed him. The
old man’s wit was confused by that which resembled his son and so killed
his real son. In the same way, if one is confused by the false gentleman
and misses the true gentleman, this is like having the wit of the old man of
Liqiu20

Although this seems like a burlesque without much serious intention, Liishi
chungiu takes the opportunity to make it into an example of the importance
of discretion in one’s observation of people and things.

From the ahove we can see that one and the same story could be read
differently in different contexts, and that the stories of ghosts could carry
complex cultural, literary, and symbolic meanings.

References to ghosts necessarily constituted part of exorcistic rituals.
The “Demonography” chapter of the Qin-era bamboo-slip Daybook (Rishu
EH#) from Shuihudi FEFEHE provides us with a large number of short in-
structions for exorcisms of ghosts of various kinds.2! Although the texts
themselves are not “ritual texts” in a formal sense, they provide instruc-
tions to various ritual acts, some including incantations. For example:

Whenever people in a house are having nightmares and cannot rest, this
is because a ghost lives there. Take a club made of peach wood and thrust
it at the four corners and the center of the house. Then hang 2 knife made
of thom on the wall, and pronounce: “Ho! Get out quickly! If you do not
get out taday, I shall use the thorn-knife to strip your garment.” Then
there should be no more trouble.”

Here the text contains the instructions for the ritual performance and
the incantation. Notably, the performance of exorcist rituals was not neces-
sarily controlled by a “ritual specialist.” Anyone could perform the appro-
priate rituals to drive away ghosts or ward off evil spirits so long as one
followed the prescribed ritual acts and incantations given in the texts.

Although such references to ghosts are not stories per se, the different

w0 Lishi chungiy & X 8% (Taipei: Chunhua, 1972) 22, p. sb. A similar story is found in
Gan Bao T8, Soushenji {7 3c 18. See Wang Shaoying T 43H , annot., Seushenyi {Taipei:
Liren Book Ca., 1982}, p. 198.

21 Yunmeng Shuihudi Qinmu biznxiezn Z2 BEFEM R SR K4, Yunmeng Shuthudi Qinmu
EEEA B (Beijing: Wenwu 1981), slip By2 r. to 828 r_ For a short commentary and
discussion, see Liu Lexian BV B, Shuthudi Qinfian rishu yanjiu BE 5 HE 35 i H BT (Taipei:
Wenjin, 1994}; Donald Harper, “A Chinese Demonography of the Third Century B.C..,”
HFAS 45.2 (1985), pp- 459-98-

22 Yunmeng Shuihudi Qin mu, slip 872 1. to 870 r.; Liu, Shuihudi Qinjian rishu yanfiu, p. 230.
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situations in which ghosts might appear contain certain basic elements of
ghost stories that one finds in other writings. For example, the rishu texts in
a particular passage mention that one way to drive away a demon who
haunts a woman is for her to bathe with dog excrement,? a method exactly
the same as that mentioned in the story of Li Ji and his adulterous wife,
guoted above. Moreover, the essential characteristics of various accounts
of ghosts and exorcistic methods in the rishz also appear in later literary
works, especially the Six Dynasties zhiguas 4% literature, or anomaly ac-
counts, to which we return below,

HAN-ERA GHOST STORIES AND EXORCISTIC RITUALS

Although lacking elaborate and memorable ghost stories, Western Han
documents nonetheless provide us with the impression that the ghosts of
the dead continued to exert a strong influence on people’s thinking. When
emperor Wu’s BT favorite concubine lady Wang F kA died, the de-
spondent emperor wanted to see her ghost. A magician by the name of
Shao Weng /% 85 therefore contrived to recall her ghost at night, and the
emperor was said to have seen her from a distant tent** Another story has
it that when the emperor’s uncle Tian Fen HHE} was ill, he pleaded for
mercy in unconscious mutterings. A shaman was sent to look into his ill-
ness and discovered that the ghosts of two persons who were formerly ex-
ecuted because of a feud with Tian Fen were about to kill him, and, sure
enough, he died not long afterwards.?® While Sima Qjan 5] %% had spe-
cific reasons to include these stories in his work {perhaps to portray the
superstitious mind of emperor Wu or to imply that Tian deserved to die),
he nonetheless used them also because ghosts resonated with people’s dai-
ly lives.

There is no need to list all the references to ghosts in Han-era writ-
ings.?® The existence of ghosts in people’s lives, however, called for exor-
cistic rituals. For this, no evidence better illustrates the extent of such
activities and the related genre of literature than the ritual texts recorded in
the “Bibliographic Treatise” (*Yiwenzhi 83X 7} contained in Hanshu.
Among the texts listed under the category of shushu BLHT, the art of divina-
tion, there are twenty-one on “Portents and Strange Transformations 1%
#4% ~ and another twenty-one on “Human Ghosts and Spiritual Beings

23 Yunmeng Shuihudi (in mu, 850 1.
25 Shifi 107, p. 2854.-

24 Skifi 12, p. 455; 28, p. 1378,
26 For a general account, see Poo, Personal Welfare, chapter 7.
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and the Strange Transformation of the Six Beasts AN BB AEEE,” which
probably contained accounts of various ghosts and spirits. Although these
texts are not preserved, it is likely that they had some similarity to items
collected in Ying Shao’s FERN A Penetrating Account of Manners and Customs
(Fengsu tongyi B{&3E % ),* or to those in the “Treatise on the Five Phases
AITRE " in Hanshu,

Also in the “Bibliographic Treatise” are ritual texts for exorcising ghosts
and spirits, such as Capture the Inauspicions and Subdue Ghosts and Spirits BAA
REZHHLYT in eight juan and Fviting the [Heavenly] Officials to Expel the Demon-
i Portents 55 B2 5K% in nineteen juan?® Neither of these is preserved.
One can, however, gain some idea of their contents by examining tomb-
quelling texts $AEE V. One of the most explicit examples, in the form of an
exorcistic spell against ghosts, is found in an Eastern Han tomb:

He who died on the yisi day has the ghost-name “heavenly light” FHE.
The Heavenly Emperor and Sacred Teacher already knows your name.
Quickly go 3,000 miles away. If you do not go immediately, the ... [mon-
ster ?] of the South Mountain is ordered o eat you. Hurry, as prescribed
by the law and ordinance.®

Another spell threatens to “kill” the evil ghost: “The torch-holding
official will burn your bones, and the master of wind and rain will scatter
your ashes.”® These texts were most likely pronounced first in an exorcis-
tic ritual before they were written down and put into the tomb as a protec-
tion for the dead and the living.

Wang Chong mentioned that during his time people would try to ap-
pease the earth gods in order o redeem their offensive acts, such as activ-
ities involving building houses or digging tombs. Or they would try to expel
evil ghosts and demons that would harm people.?! The tomb-quelling texts
just gquoted seem to belong to the second category.

The most prominent ghost-expelling ritual during the Han, as Wang
Chong also mentioned, was the “dano #: B » or “Great Exorcism,” which
was performed at the end of each year to drive away the evil spirits that

27 See Wang Liqi F.FI28, Fengsu tongyt jiaozhu [B.45 S 34X {rpt. Taipei: Mingwen, 1988},
pp. 386—444; for discussion, Mu-chou Poo, “The Completion of an Ideal World: The Hu-
man Ghost in Early Medieval China,” AM 3d ser. 10.1-2 (1997}, pp- 69—04-

29 K 1g6o.10, p. 18.

30 Cai Yunzhang %38 # , “Dong Han yongshou ernian zhenmu ping taowen kaolue” B
W= F BRI E, KG 1089.7, pp- 649-61.

31 Lin Pansui BI81%, Lunheng jijie # T8 (Shanghai: Guji chubanshe, 19 B7h PP 5O4-T-

28 Henshu 9o, p. 1772-

BI



MU-CHOU POO

accumulated during the entire year.® The ritual was described in the “Trea-

tise on Ritual” in the History of Later Han, in which the exorcistic text was
quoted:

Fiazuo FF{F eats the vicious, Fowei i eats the tiger, Xiongbo HE{H eats
the ghost, Tengjian HER eats the inauspicions, Lanzhu {#3 eats the guilty,
Bogi fA3F eats the dream, Qiangliang 5532 and Zuming tHF eat those who
were beheaded and temporarily impersonated the living. ... Altogether
twelve gods are sent to chase the evil spirits, to intimidate your (the evil
spirit’s} body, to tear your limbs, to dismember your flesh, to disembowel

your intestines. If you do not get away quickly, you who lag behind will
become food [for the gods].33

The basic thrust of this spell is the same as those recorded in the tomb-
quelling texts, that is, the evil ghosts are threatened to be killed or even
“eaten” by other “carnivorous gods” sent by higher beings. This pattern, as
mentioned below, is later followed in Daoist texts where the evil ghosts
were killed by heavenly soldiers and marshals sent down by the Lord on
High. Serious as it may sound, the threatening language in the exorcistic
spells was ostentatious and dramatic, and the people disguised as the twelve
plague-spirits and the onlooking officials and civilians were all engaged in
the rite in a celebrative mood, as the Eastern Han writer Zhang Heng 7%

so vividly described in his “Rhapsody of the Eastern Capital” (“Dongjing
fu” B )3

GHOSTS IN ZHIGUAI STORIES:
PURE ENTERTAINMENT OR OTHERWISE?

One of the characteristics of literary activities of the era after the fall
of the Han was the appearance of the zhiguai genre.> The earliest example,
or a precursor, however, is the late-Eastern Han work Fengsu fongyi by Ying
Shao, whose ghost stories fit into the general scheme of describing and
criticizing the manners and customs of the world he saw 3% The entire book,

32 Poo, Personal Welfare, pp. 132-33, Derk Bodde, Festivals in Classical China (Princeton:
Princeton U.P., 1975}, pp. 117-27.

33 Hou Hanshu % %% {Beijing: Zhonghua, 1g71), pp- 3127-28.

3¢ Xiao Tong #K#, Wen xuen & (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1977] 3. pp- 25-26; see Poo,
Personal Welfare, pp. 152-33.

a5 See Robert Campany, Strange Writing (Albany: State University of New York Press,
19g6).
36 Michael Nylan, “Ying Shao's Feng Su Tung Yi: An Exploration of Problems in Han
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as Ying himself stated, had a serious purpose: to benefit those who are in
the government; for “the most important business in governance is to crit-
icize manners and correct customs.”™” Thus the ghost stories were not meant
to be enteriaining, but had a practical and political purpose. On the other
hand, of course, readers could easily indulge themselves only at the story
jevel and enjoy the thrill of the ghost story. This inherent problem of the
rationale of ghost literature also characterizes the other zhiguai that flour-
ished in Six Dynasties China.

In a previous study I discussed the purpose of the authors of these
accounts of ghost stories.?® [ agree with a number of scholars that the au-
thors can be roughly divided into three categories: literati with no particu-
lar religious inclinations; Buddhist literati and monks; and Daoist
advocates.3 It is clear that Buddhist and Daoist authors utilized the stories
to propagate or defend their respective tenets and to try to persuade read-
ers to convert. For those without a particular religious inclination, the sto-
ries were told with various kinds of moral lessons. The Jin-era scholar-
histotian Gan Bao T stated explicitly in the preface to his Soushenji 1
#C that he composed the work because he felt that records about history,
whether ancient or contemporary, often only reflected part of what hap-
pened in the past. Thus it was difficult for one to be certain about the true
story of an event when different accounts appeared. His idea of collecting
all the strange stories was therefore to preserve various records that might
be useful, so as to “prove that the way of spirits was not false.”*

Indeed, in zhiguai generally one can find stories that carry moral mes-
sages, such as promoting the virtue of righteousness, filial piety, or loyalty.
Occasionally, of course, there are also stories that seem to be purely for
entertainment; that is, no chvious “moral lesson” was to be learned from
them. The only purpose for the latter seems to be to preserve anecdotes for
the readers. In any case, the fact that the zkiguai stories are recorded at all

Dynasty Political, Philosophical and Social Unity” {Ph.D)., Princeton University, 1g82); Cam-
pany, Strange Writing, pp- 45, 139—42.

37 Wang, Fengsu tongyi jigozhu, p. 8; Campany, Strange Writing, p. 140.

38 Some of the discussion about zhiguai in the following paragraphs stems from my earlier
article; see Poo, “Completion of an Ideal World.”

39 For detailed discussion, see Wang Guoliang £H B, WeiJin Nanbeichao zhiguai xinoshuo
yanjiz W AL EAR AR R (Taipei: Wenshizhe, 1984}, pp. 47-52; Kominami Ichiré
/pE—Bt . “Rikuchd Zui Td shosetsushi no tenkai to Bukky® shinkd” SHBEREOR
B 2 #8440 (2 0, Fukunaga Mitswji %7K 3£ 5], ed., Chagoku chisei no shukyo to bunka o o
O3 L 1L (Kyoto: Jimbun kagaku kenkyiisho), pp. 415-500; and Campany, Strange Writ-
ing, pp. 168-79.

40 Wang, Soushenji, p. 2.
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implies a position, either to entertain, or, as Gan Bao puts it, to prove that
the way of spirits was not false.

The zhiguai texts reflect only part of the world of the Six Dynasties in
that they were mostly the product of the literati class. Yet this world of
ghosts was not the creation of the literati, since they lived in a world where
belief in the existence of ghosts and spirits was prevalent. As I have sug-
gested elsewhere, there was a reciprocal relationship between these texts
and the readers and audience. The way that the authors selected and orga-
nized their texts must have been influenced by feedback from readers. It is
possible that many were interested in these stories mainly for the fun of
reading or hearing fantastic plots. A number of stories were repeatedly
incorperated into various collections, not to mention those with similar
plots, which indicates their popularity #!

The ghost stories in the zhiguai texts of the Six Dynasties period, there-
fore, could have begun as texts with serious purposes, although when they
were presented to the readers, there is no way that they could be restrained
from becoming entertaining literature. It is true that these texts were not
ritually employed, yet we can speculate that they actually served some ex-
orcistic functions. By talking about ghosts, and learning that there were
ways to expel the ghosts, and that even ghosts could often uphold justice,
people could perhaps somehow be released of their fear of the unknown
and malicious world of the spirits.

GHOSTS IN SIX DYNASTIES DAOIST TEXTS

While the literati were collecting ghost stories in the zhiguai format,
either as moral lessons or for entertainment, Daoists of the Six Dynasties
were confronting ghosts in ordinary people’s daily lives and trying to exor-
cise them and establish the authority of the Daoist teachings. Ge Hong’s
Baopuzi {8 ¥ F, for example, mentions ways to exarcise ghosts for people
who intended to go into the mountains.*? Quite a number of the exorcistic
methods resemble what one finds in rishs texts, For example,

If you encounter an official, but only hear his voice without seeing any
shape as it keeps shouting to you, throw a white stone at it, and it will
stop. Another way is to make a reed spear and prick the creature with it,
then everything will be all right. If you meet a ghost coming and shouting

+1 Campany, Sirenge Writing, pp. 21 ff.

<2 Baopuzi neipian 17 (*Dengshe Z#7); see Wang Ming T8, Baopuzi neipian fiaoshi fafh
FAHB R (Beijing : Zhonghua shuju, 1985}, pp. 209~314.
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continuously to you for food, throw a white reed at it and it will die in-
stantly .43

In the rishy, similarly, white sand, white reeds and other materials were
used to exorcise the ghosts and spirits. This very fact indicates that there
was a long tradition of exorcism that was inherited by the Daoists. During
the early years of the development of the religion, practitioners often had
to confront so-called “lascivious cults” and forbid their followers to wor-
ship local ghosts and spirits with blood sacrifices. Putting aside the argu-
ments concerning whether the Daoists’ religion was different from “popular
cults” only in the degree in which they worshiped ghosts or different in a
more fundamental way,* early Daoist texts did include a large propostion
of exorcistic texts for use by adepts. This suggests that people were living
in a world often haunted by various kinds of ghosts and spirits, and it was
necessary that the Daoist masters should provide exorcistic methods to
help them.

The ghosts in Daoist exorcistic texts were believed to be able to harm
people in all sorts of places and situations, yet there were no stories about
individual ghosts and their interactions with living people, as is often found
in zhiguai texts. In other words, the ghosts in the exorcistic texts usually did
not have individual characters; they existed only as a category. The texts
were often recited in rituals and were believed to be able to subdue the
ghosts. For example, one of the most important exorcist texts, Taishang
dongyuan shenzhoujing K _LiR#FH T4, dated to the early fifth century, is 2
collection of various texts or spells that were supposed to be able to expel
or exterminate evil ghosts. The work is castin a story-like plot, in which
the “Dao” {the personification of the supreme Way) gives a sermon to the
people and predicts that in the coming “kalpa &) .” a great disaster will
destroy mankind. The spiritual beings that will bring about the disaster are
ghosts and the demon-king Mara % F. Thus begins a series of prophecies
concerning how the ghosts would come down and kill off the people, and
how those who accept the text of Taishang dongyuan shenzhoujing would be
protected and saved.

43 Wang, Baopuzi neipien jigoshi, p. 304; trans. James R. Ware, Alchemy, Medicine, Religion in
the China of A.D. g20: The Nei Piien of Ko Hung (Pao-p'u tzu) (Cambridge: The M.IT. Press,
1966), p. 288.

as For arguments in both directions, see Roll A, Stein, “Religious Daoism and Popular
Religion from the Second to Seventh Centuries,” Holmes Welch and Anna Seidel, eds., Fac-
ets of Taoism (New Haven: Yale U. Press, 1976}, Pp- 53-81; Lai Chi-tim, “The Opposition of

Celestial-Master Taoism te Popular Cults during the Six Dynasties,” AM gd ser. 1.1 {1998},
pp- 1-20.
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We also read numerous assertions that the world is coming to an end
because people had committed various crimes, such as not following the
Dao, acting in evil ways, and coveting wealth and pleasure. Thus, although
it is obvious that Taishang dengyuan shenzhoufing helped in the exorcism of
ghosts, it also served to transmit various moral and ethical values, One
passage reads:

The Dao says: The name of the ghost of mountains and forests is Xuan-
zidu Z 7% . He leads 20,g00,000 ghosts who often suddenly kill peo-
ple, young and old. They enter into people’s houses and scare people and
chickens and dogs. Then again there are 39,000 ghosts with red turbans
who enter into people’s houses and take away their animals. Then again
there are 800,000 green worm ghosts that are three and a half feet long.
With heavenly fire they burn people’s houses and cause people to get
involved in litigation. Then again there are 490,000 great-fortune green
ghosts, thirty feet high, who beat people with red clubs. If a good person
believes in the [Daoist] teaching, they would not dare to get close to him.
As for the evil person who upholds no justice and kills people and defiles
the Dao, and who does not care for his parents, who cheats the Daoist
adepts, and who insults teachers and students, he shall be executed with-
out pardon.*

Elsewhere, the Dao explains how to use the text:

There are many evil people in the world; therefore there exist such evil
ghosts who kill people. From now on, when encountering anyone, male
or female, who would accept the Three Caverns (that is, the text}, the
ghost king would be reverent and dare not to offend him.*®

There are various ways to expel unwelcome ghosts, but reciting spells
was the most common method. A writing titled “The Northern Emperor’s
Method of Killing Ghosts” L7 #% %L, as recorded in Tao Hongjing's 4
BAE Dengzhen yinjue B ELERR , reads as follows:

One should first grind one’s teeth thirty six times and chant: “Heavenly
tent, heavenly tent, nine elements that kill the child, the commander of
five soldiers, the high knife and the northern elder, seven righteous [ones]

15 Taishang dongyuan shenzhoujing K _LiAHI ¥ 7248 ([Zhengtong IE&E| DZ edn. [1445: rpt.
Shanghai, 1925—1926]), no. 535, following numbering in Weng Dujian $®iR, comp., Com-
binted Indices ta the Authors and Titles of Baoks in Two Collections of Taoist Literature, Harvard-
Yenching Inst., Sinel. [ndex Ser. 25, (Beijing: 1025; hereafter cited as HY), juan 8, pp. sb—Ha.

«6 Taishang dengyuan shenzhoufing 6, p. 72
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and eight spirits, the supreme and great villain, long headed monster,
holding the cup of the emperor, the three gods of the white owl(?) ERE=
78 , whose spirits ride on the dragon, who bravely kill the divine king,
with purple gi rise up to heaven as red clouds gush forth, swallow Mara
and consume the ghosts. The Red Emperor will drain the blood and the
Big Dipper will burn the bone. The Four Luminaries will break the skel-
eton, and the Heavenly General K47 will extinguish their ilk. As the
divine knife strikes, myriads of ghosts will desist.”*®

One way to put the exorcistic text into effect and be saved by the
ghost kings was, for example, to recite it in a fasting ritual for one day and
one night, and to practice the Dao at all times, giving alms to the poor and
practicing meditation.** On the other hand, however, since the text was
read to people during ritual gatherings, it is not surprising that included in
it were so many stories, poems and lyrics that could attract people’s atten-
tion. A typical passage describing the carnage carried out by the evil ghosts
reads as follows:

The Dao says: The great disaster is coming, the government is not in
order, people are in distress, the wind and rain do not come in time, and
the five grains do not mature. People have hatched evil intentions and
become rebellious. Fathers and sons and brothers try to take advantage of
each other and cause their death. Angry bandits will roam about and kill
innocent people. During this time, plagues permeate the world and there
are ninety kinds of illnesses that kill evil people. There is also the red-
headed “ghost-killing Ghost King,” 100,000 feet tall, who leads
3.600,000,000 “ghost-killing ghosts,” each carrying a red club and travel-
ing around in the world, with the special intention of taking the life of
people.™

On another occasion, the text reads:

The Dao says: In the wuyin year there is a giant ghost with a red nose
whose name is Fuzi. His height is nine feet, and he has three faces and
one eye. There is another ghost who has two heads and one body, three

47 Tianyou zhenjun &M H is one of the four heavenly generals FI% B ¥ in the Taoist
pantheon; see Hu Fushen $8F 58, od., Zhonghua Dacfiao dacidian th 38 A AF 5 (Beijing:
Zhongguo shehui chubanshe, rggs), p. 1466.

8 Tao Hongjing M35 5, Dengehen yinjue B BPBSR (DZ edn.; HY no. 421}, juan B, pp.
11a—12h.

49 Taishang dongyuan shenzhoufing 7, p. 12b. 50 Tbid. 1, pp. 4a-b.
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feet tall. They all have red eyes. There is again another ghost whose name
is Daye, with three heads and one body, seven feet tall. They go together
carrying white knives, roaming the world to take the lives of small chil-
dren. They fly about in the clouds and produce red g¢ and cause people to
suffer cold and heat and vomit blood, with swelling heart and discomfort
in the chest. At this time, if one could have the master of the Three Cav-
erns come and recite the scripture, then the sick will be healed and trou-
ble with the government will be resolved. If the sickness is not healed, the
ghost-king shall be held responsible.>!

The descriptions of the various ghosts do not really provide any story,
yet they resemble the descriptions found in the “Great Exorcism,” and those
are basically entertaining, going beyond merely the bare fact that ghosts
existed. There are of course “real” stories to be found in the exorcistic
ritual texts. In Yaoxiu keyi jielickao EERHER RS, for example, the au-
thor included an elaborate fox story in order to expound the difference
between the orthodox and the evil.52 Presumably the story could serve as a
much needed distraction from more serious rituals and regulations.

In the process of reciting texts, moreover, the audience was given fan-
tastic descriptions about all sorts of ghosts and spirits. The Teishang zhengyi
2houguijing A FE— 7% 245, for example, provided several extravagant lists
of ghosts. One of them reads as follows:

Ghosts and Spirits: There are ghosts of thinking, ghosts of disabilities,
ghosts of Wang-liang, the ghost of the constellation Ying-huo #2%, ghosts
of roaming and exorcism, ghosts of dead bodies, ghosts of those who died
of sickness, ghosts of thase who died of sexual excess, ghosts of those who
died of old age, ghosts of the official residence, ghosts of the traveler,
ghosts of the army camp, ghosts of the prisoner, ghosts of the publicly
executed, ghosts of those who frightened people, ghosts of those who
died by wood, ghosts of those who died by fire, ghosts of those who died
by water, ghosts of those who died when traveling, ghosts of the unbur-
ied, ghosts of the road, ghosts of those killed by weapons, ghosts of those
who died because of their constellation, ghosts who died because of blocd,
ghosts of those who died of hasty prayers, ghosts of the beheaded, ghosts
of the hanged, ghosts of the offended, ghosts of those who killed them-
selves, ghosts of those who are afraid of people, ghosts of those who died

s1 bid. 8, p. 2b.
st Yaoxiu keyi jiehicao BERHR M) (DL edn., HYbo. 463), juan 2, pp. 11b-13a.
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unnaturally, two-headed ghosts, horse-riding ghosts, chariot-driving ghosts,
mountain ghosts, godly ghosts, earth ghosts, mountain peak ghosts, water
ghosts, ceiling-beam ghosts, road ghosts, ghosts of the Qiang and Hu bar-
barians, ghosts of the Manyi barbarians, ghosts of taboaos, ghosts of ani-
mals, ghosts of spirits, ghosts of various insects, ghosts of wells, stoves,
ponds, and marshes, ghosts of ten thousand roads, hidden ghosts, the
inefficacious ghosts, false ghosts, and all the hundreds of great and small
spirits and ghosts.>

This long list shows clearly the extent of people’s obsession with the
malevolent world of ghosts. As one looks at other early Daoist texts, this
proves to be a common phenomenon. That titled Miging guili 2 & R
also lists a long string of names of ghosts, and provides various methods to
exorcise them: pronouncing the names of the ghosts, carrying talismans writ-
ten with the names of the ghosts, or hanging talismans over the doorway >

It is conceivable that the authors of such texts exaggerated the gro-
tesque and ferocious features of the ghosts, and increased their numbers,
only to show what great power the Daoist priests had possessed and what
they could do to heip. One should, however, perhaps not assume that the
Daoist priests or authors invented all the specifically described ghosts, since
in order to be credible they would have had to utilize, even if partially, the
sorts of ghosts currently talked about in society.

The expected result achieved by the exorcistic spells, according to
Taishang zhengyi zhouguijing, was to fulfill people’s wishes “to practice the
Dao, to cultivate one’s self, to cure illness, to prolong life, to deliver one
from disasters, to ascend to heaven in daylight, to ask for peace in the house-
hold, to ask for successful harvest, to gain profit in business, to have many
slaves and servants, to be promoted to high office, to win litigation, to have
longevity for men and women, to protect offspring, and to have safe preg-
nancy for women.”*?

As I indicated at the beginning, when rituals were performed by the
Daoist priests, what drew people together was not simply a wish to have a
blessed life, but also the attraction of the complicated and mysterious lan-
guage of the spells, the enchanting music, the splendid costumes, and the
physical actions such as the “Face of Yi” that the priests acted out. Sepa-
rately, the spells are serious exorcistic texts, yet when they appear in ritual

53 Taishang thengyi zhouguijing KX T —5L R (DL edn., HYno. 8735), pp- ga—10b,
54 Miging guili 2278 R (D edn., H no. =8g).
55 Taishang zhengyi zhougueifing, pp. 5-5.
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context, they assume a more enfertaining role to the participating audience.

GHOSTS IN SIX DYNASTIES BUDDHIST TEXTS

When Buddhism came to China, it did not eater a religious vacuum.
Besides trying to win over the attention of the literati class, Buddhists also
needed to confront whatever popular beliefs they encountered. Early Bud-
dhist texts, therefore, also abound with references to popular religious ac-
tivities, including the worship of ghosts and spirits. This is best illustrated
in Gaoseng zhuan 7 {815 , or Biographies of Eminent Monks. Many stories re-
corded in the Biographies presented monks as capable of exorcizing ghosts.™
Moreaver, zhiguai stories of this period utilized ghost stories in order to
show the magic powers practiced by Buddhist monks.’” The Tang-era en-
cyclopedic text Fayuan zhulin YE3EERPK also contains a large number of
ghast stories aimed at propagating Buddhist teachings, many of which are
excerpts from Six Dynasties zhiguai®® Unlike the zhiguai, in the Buddhist
texts ghosts and spirits were regarded as evil in character, as illustrated in a
text found in Dunhuang:

Many people will be ill, with their stomachs and intestines upset. Various
bodily evil demons will then make them weak and sick. The sick will
perform divination and pray to the gods, [offering] oxen, sheep, chickens,
pigs, wine, and dried meat in sacrifice o the gods. Liang-wang {sic} de-
mons and gods will thus obtain food and travel in and out [of the body of
the affected). They will change their forms to look like dead persons, whose
names they will falsely assume. Weak and wasting away, the sick appear
shriveled. Some [of the demons] at times kil people. They make it impos-
sible for peopte to dwell in tranquility...*®

The purpose of the references, of course, was to dismiss these beliefs.
As one text indicates: “Those who customarily practice a depraved way B
i#i, serve demons, and sacrifice to the gods to seek blessings are deceiving

56 See Mu-chou Poo, “The Images of Immortals and Eminent Monks: Religious Mentality
in Early Medieval China,” Numen 42 (1995}, pp. 172-96; John Kieschnick, The Eminent Monk:
Buddhist Ieals in Medieval Chinese Hagiography (Honolulu: U. Hawai’i P, 1997), pp. 107-9

57 E.g., “Zaguishen zhiguai” ¥R #HE ; “Xuanyanji” 8L ; “Mingxiangji” EEL;
“Jingyiji" P 52 ; for which see Lu Xun, Gurigoshuo gouchen &/ R#IT {in Lu Xun Quanji
B i\ 2 %€ |Taipei: Tangshan, 198g], vol. 2).

58 See particularly juan 31 and 32.

50 Foshuo jueztd fujing EBLIRTHEE, quoted in Daniel Overmyer “Buddhism in the Trench-
es: Attitudes toward Popular Religion in Chinese Scriptures Found at Tun-Huang,” HjAS
go.1 [1090), pp. 197—222; quotation at p. 210
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themselves and opening for themselves the three paths to evil rebirth.”5¢
However, in some of the Buddhist sutras ghost stories were not only read
for their possible proselytic value, but because to do so was intrinsically
interesting. One story in the Bfographies mentions that ghost stories in Fa-
jujing 15848 and Xianyujing B BiL were read to the emperor Ming of
Song to amuse him and alleviate his sickness.®! Although, to be sure, the
final result of the reading of the sutras was that the emperor was moved by
the stories and repented for his harsh treatment of the people, thus demon-
strating a successful proselytization.®

As for exorcist acts mentioned in early Buddhist texts, spell-casting
appears to be the most common method. The catalog of early Buddhist
texts compiled in the early-sixth century, Chu sanzang jiji i =T, just
like the Bibliographic Treatise in Hanshy, listed a number of spell books,
demonstrating to us that spell-casting was a well-established practice in early
Buddhism.t* Moreover, a passage in the biography of Dharmaraksa (Tan-
wuchan ZEEH) reads:

Tanwuchan once told Mengxun %24k “There are ghosts coming into the
settlement, and disasters and plagues are due to occur. ... Itis better that
we should purify ourselves and fast and use divine spells # 7% to expel
themn.” Then he recited the spells for three days and told Mengxun: “The
ghosts are gone.” At the time, people at the border saw ghosts and report-
ed that a few hundred plague ghosts scurried away from the district >

Otherwise, Buddhist scriptures were often regarded as having magical
power, and could be used as a tool to exarcise ghosts and spirits.>* The
ubiquitous rhymed chauts called “jie {8 ” (Sk.: gdtha) in Buddhist texts,
though a vehicle to convey Buddhist teachings, were often employed as
exorcistic spells. Moreover, a ghost might fear a monk because he was highly
learned, without his even casting a spell:

Lady Lin £, the wife of Xiao Sihua % E&% , was sick and often saw
ghosts coming to haunt her. At the time, they happened to invite Zhiyan
% B to give a lecture on the Dharma. As soon as Zhiyan arrived at the
outer hall, Lady Liu saw a flock of ghosts scurry away.*®

60 Jbid., p. 211. &1 Kieschnick, Eminent Monk, p. 6q.

62 Gaosengzhuan & 8 {# , Tno. o5y, vol. 50, pp. 373C.—3744.

63 Kieschnick, Eminent Monk, 84-87. 54 Gaosengzhuan, p. 3568,

85 Kieschnick, Eminent Menk, go—g2. 66 Gaosengzhuan, p. 359b.
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The monks themselves, moreover, were thought to have possessed
exorcistic power, as the ability to recite sutras and to cast spells was inter-
nalized and became part of the essence of a monk.

The most famous ghost story, to the Buddhist audience at least, was
the story of Mulian. A very complex religious and cultural phenemenon,
the story of Mulian absorbed the original Indian story and added Chinese
characteristics as it evolved into a cross-religious, cross-cultural phenome-
non — the Ghost Festival, which involved age-old ancestor worship. Dao-
ists also celebrated the Ghost Festival since the Tang dynasty.®” Since Mulian
texts developed into a dramatic play and became a classic example of the
relationship between religious ritual and early drama, a separate treatment
is needed that I shall not pretend to be able to deal with in the present
context."® Suffice it to say that the Mulian phenomenon is fertile ground to
test our argument that exorcistic ritual texts and entertainment literature
could at times be one and same.

CONCLUSION

Ghosts might simply be products of the imagination, yet the imagina-
tion itself is a historical subject that needs attention. Stories about ghosts in
ancient China served different functions, whether from the viewpoint of
the originator, the propagator, ot the audience, because ghosts were an
integrated element in people’s daily lives, in their most common mentality
and religions sentiments. Each “genre” of texts that we discussed above has
its particular rationale for including ghost stories, since the meaning or
function of a text was decided not only by the composer or originator, but
also by people who disseminated, received and interpreted it.

Historical and philosophical texts employed ghost stories as anecdotes
that facilitated an intended moral or political argument, because it was be-
lieved that ghosts had the ability to avenge wrong doings. Ghost stories,
therefore, were evidence of a divine justice that supported a moral system.
This is also true for the Daoist and Buddhist texts when ghost stories were
recorded to prove the validity of their teaching.

The exorcistic ritnal texts, such as those listed in Hanshy and men-
tioned in other texts of the Han period, or in Daoist and Buddhist ritual

7 See Teiser, Ghost Festival, pp. 55 1.

6% For a recent study, see Ling Yiyun ¥ &E , Mulienxi yu Fojico H ERURHE (Guang:
zhou: Guangdong gaodeng jiacyu chubanshe, 1998).
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compilations, though less story-like contain information about various kinds
of ghosts and were built on the belief in the existence of ghosts. Yet here
the important difference is that the ghosts to be exorcised were evil ghosts.
They did not serve the function of avenging injustice, and they were to be
expelled for their evil deeds against human beings. Thus people’s attitudes
toward ghosts were essentially ambivalent. Avenging and just ghosts were
accepted or even approved, while evil ghosts were exorcised, that is, if one
could tell the one from the other.

The zhiguai literature might claim to have a serious purpose, either for
moral teaching or for defending a particular belief system. Yet it was also a
literary genre that people were interested in exploring. The telling of ghost
stories can be seen as a form of catharsis that released the fear of ghosts. It
was therefore a way to address anxiety over the unknown world of the
dead. On the other hand, to read or to listen to ghost stories was psycho-
logically stimulating and emotionally satisfying, and thus a form of enter-
tainment.

The audience or readers of all these types of texts, in any event, could
have appreciated the ghost stories from various perspectives, as there was
no gnarantee that they would necessarily have understood or cared about
the authors’ original intention. The fantastic descriptions of all sorts of ghosts
and demons in the exorcistic ritual texts, perhaps originally intended to
emphasize the perils of the world; and the power of the true Dao, for exam-
ple, could actually have served as interesting anecdotes and exotic knowl-
edge of the spiritual world for the readers or participants of the ritual. The
performance of the ritual, besides being a pious act that confirmed certain
basic religious beliefs could, on the other hand, become a form of enter-
tainment in a society where things extraordinary could become the center
of attention.

Ghosts always appear in a certain socio-cultural-religious context and
serve a concrete function. As we have explored in this paper, this function
changes when ghost stories appear in different genres of texts, and it changes
when the texts are understood from different angles. As part of exorcist
ritual texts or as part of entertainment literature, ghost stories demonstrat-
ed that the idea of ghosts was a muliifaceted cultural phenomenon. It was
more than a single element of religious belief, and it was closely integrated
into the life and thought of the people.

Thus, as long as one admits that the ritual and textual elaboration and
the meticulous observation of the exorcistic acts resemble a game played
according to set rules, one could turn around and say that the serious exor-
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cistic ritual texts are no less a kind of entertainment literature. This touches
upon a mere fundamental conceptual problem. If we pose the two terms ~
religious piety and entertainment — against each other, the assumption must
be that these are two different categories of acts, and that religious activi-
ties, though containing some entertaining elements, are esseniially solemn,
and piety itself could not have been entertaining. Ghost stories challenge
this assumption. As our discussion shows, they could appear in contexts
that serve both as part of exorcistic ritual acts and yet at the same time
retain certain entertaining effects. In other words, the demarcation between
pious act and entertainment becomes blurred when ghost stories enter the
picture. This, of coutse, is not to say that this observation could only be
articulated by ghost stories. A further ramification could be posed as a ques-
tion: if we assume that religious piety itself is but a form of entertainment
(although not vice versa, and that this is not the same as to say that reli-
gious activities “contain entertaining elements”), would our understanding
of the nature of religion and our approach to the study of religion be
changed?
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