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Old Customs and New Fashions: An Examination
of Features of Shamanism in Song China

Fu-shih Lin

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This article investigates the continuities and changes in shamans’
beliefs and rituals in order to reveal the unique features of shamanism in the
Song dynasty (960-1279) through a comparative perspective. First, the
study finds that the structure of the shamans’ pantheon changed during the
Song period. Spirits which Song shamans and their followers worshipped
but which occupied unimportant places in the register of sacrifices (sidian
it ) or which were even omitted entirely—such as fairies (jingmei f5£)
and malicious ghosts (ligui J&) that usually turned into epidemic gods
(wenshen JEijif), ancient shamans, and the so-called “ridiculous and false”
deities—were later added to the pantheon by shamans and included in
rituals. These developments are most evident in shamans’ establishing of a
great number of shrines throughout the country to settle their spirits and
ward off or quell calamities as well as to ask for blessings. Further evidence
comes in the form of frequently reported accusations or rumors of the
so-called “killing people as sacrifices to ghosts” (sharen jigui % AZZH)
relating to shamanistic rituals. The “god-receiving ceremony” also attracted

much attention. In addition to the original temples, some shamans’ deities
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had many mobile shrines (xingci 1T77i) located in different places. These
mobile shrines expanded the geographic scope of a certain shamanistic cult.
Song shamans routinely seized the occasion of cross-border festivals to
gather audiences and amass wealth to carry out a pilgrimage with their
followers. Officials, however, were frequently worried by shamanistic
rituals and activities, and these were forbidden by the Song government. The
imperial interdiction against shamanism in the Song was much more severe
than during any earlier period, and this is indeed the most salient
characteristic of Song shamanism. Still, it would be wrong to assert that
shamans’ power and authority in Chinese society gradually declined from
Song times onward. It is similarly inappropriate to suggest that Chinese
shamanism never changed. In conclusion, Song shamans not only inherited
old shamanistic customs but also created or promoted new shamanistic

fashions.

Keywords: Song Dynasty; shaman/spirit mediums; fairies; malicious
ghosts; shrines



