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Starting with a tribe: discovering exorcism

Zhang Chunji” s graduate paper Exorcism in Tribe Buidings
of Bai* Research Based on One Town and Four Villiges Located
around Lake Xi, fianchuan, Yunnan wall be published by Yunnan
university press within days, and this book is chosen for the 16th
International Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological
Sciences, which is held in Kunming, Yunnan in 2009,

Zhang Chunji graduated with master degree in culture
heritage and folkloric art, which was a newly found department
in 2007. Recently, study of cultural heritage becomes center of
attention among scholars and the world, and more students also
become actively involved in research on culture heritage and
folkloric art of minorities in our institution. By discovering and
collecting new factual evidences from their research, students
bring them to our institution and our society, which hugely
influence and challenge scholars and society.

Zhang Chunji is a member of tribe of Bai, and for his
thesis of his graduate paper, he chose his tribe. He grew up in
the tribe, where he could still remember some very interestng
rituals from his childhood, which also puzzled him as well. He
majored in art in both vocational school and university, and
now he is an art teacher and also works as 4 painter. For his
paintings, his tribe is always the theme of his works. Hence,
when he began his thesis, he went back to his tribe, a charming
and mystical place.

Exorcism is commonly practiced in countries in China.

For his thesis, first, his research needs to find the origin of



practice of exorcism and how daily life actually embraces the
practice of exorcism in order to demonstrate its uniqueness and
versatility. Zhang Chunji started with his childhood m the tribe.
Many of the objects that were used for practice of exorcism
from the past were missing, but he still managed to accomplish
substantial research on the remaining ones. He interviewed
with the elders and Fengshui masters from the tribe, and he
categorized and analyzed the objects for practice of exorcism,
which he found in one town and four villages around Lake
Xi. As a consequence, Zhang Chunji demonstrated the culture
of exorcism with his very pemsonal experience, and it is a great
start to carry on more substantial and valuable research on this
ancient vet common subject.

Next, it is important to understand how to use a particular
object for practice of exorcism in a particular situation, and
to discover the actual meaning of each object. This process is
complicated and difficult, and as for research in folklone art in
China, many scholars are unable to progress at this stage.

Based on his careful observation of both culrural
experience and physical objects, Zhang Chunji’ s thesis
brought his research to a whole new level, a well-organized
demonstration of a complete system of exorcism i culture of
Bai. He explained the culture of exorcism by images. Images are
crucial for research on folkloric art because first, it is important
to understand what the images are, and where they are from.
Also, by analyzing the images, one can understand what they
stand for. Hence, based on the images, one is able to figure

out the circtmstances the images were created, craftsmanship




of the images, etc.. Last but not least, it is crucial to understand
why people in the tribe psychologically accept the practice of
exorcism, especially people, like Fengshui masters, craftsmen,
exorcists, or any other kinds of pracutioners of exorcism.
Culture of Bai is fascinating, yet mystical in many aspects,
and culture of exorcism within Bai records the history of
Bai. Zhang Chuniji, as an artist of Bai, his passion for Bai and
folkloric art in Bai would help him to discover and collect more
valuable and significant informadon for study and research. I am

certain that we will see great success from him n the future.

China Central Academy of Fine Arts
CuTtural Heritage Research Center Chairman. Professor
(fan Xiaoguang
June 2, 2008 Beijing
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Two years ago, a dear friend of mine, Zhang Chunji,
came to see me in my apartment. At that time, he was going
to graduate from Chinese Art Institute, so he was showing me
his thesis for graduation. After I briefly read through it, I was
surprised by the content of his thesis.

We come from the same place. We know each other
for years. | know he does oil paintings and he paints a series of
traditional Chinese embroidery shoes, and he is good at it, so [
expected that he was going to talk about anything of art for his
paper. So when [ found out he would talk about exorcism in
Bai, I was amazed. | was especially thrilled when | saw pictures
of the Hen—stealing Goddess from his collection. The pictures
and the information he gathered are from my hometown, and
the pictures of the goddess were actually taken from the walls
in my neighborhood. I lived in my hometown for twenty—
four years, and I am familiar with everything in the town, from
any types of the flower to the brick in the house, but the funny
thing is that 1 have never paid enough attention to the goddess
he took from the wall, and lots of researchers who study the
culture of Bai, it seems like they never talk about this particular
goddess, either. 1 am very thrilled by Zhang Chunji’s close
observation and rediscovery of the culture of Bai that was
neglected for years.

After graduate school, Zhang Chunji continued his
research on exorcism in the culture of Bai. He went back to
Jianchuan twice to collect more information about exorcism.
In addition to the picture of the Hen—stealing Goddess, he

provides images and information of tools that are used in the
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practice of exorcism, such as brushes. carbon, mirrors, branches
of willow trees, etc. Also, he has done exclusive research on
different goblins and spirits, goddesses and demons, and the
spells to control or vanish the demons. He puts together the
information from these two trips with detailed description to
each object. And as a result, he is able to show more complete
and dimensional practice of exorcism in Bai. Zhang Chunji
provides more than one hundred pictures of the signs, tools and
sculptures that are used in practice of exorcism from these two
trips, but it is not as easy as you think to gather the information
of each one of them. For mnstance, the Hen—Stealing Goddess
is usually engraved in the wall where 15 at least 5m above the
ground. I was told by my neighbor that when Zhang Chunji
tried to tke pictures of the goddess, e climbed up the ladder
with one hand holding the camera, and the other hand tightly
holding on to the bricks in the wall. I was not there when he
took the picture, but | can imagine how tough it must be.
And T believe only someone who is truly passionate about his
culture, is capable of overcoming difficulties to do the job, and
Zhang Chunji is one of them with no doubt.

For years, many scholars have studied exorcism in culture
of Bai. They have discovered and interpreted many signs
and symbols, which are used in the practice of exorcism, for
mnstance, the golden bird (often referred by Bai as the golden
chicken) on the top of the pagoda, the cat on the roof, the lion
that guards the home, the symbol of yin and yang, etc. In order
to explain what they are and why the way they are, the scholars
all conclude that it has to do with the culture of Bai and the
people of Bai since the symbols and signs are used by the people
of Bai to pray for fortune and rid of the evil. Many cultures
adopt and adapt the practice of exorcism, but because of

different ethnic, social and historical backgrounds, people from



different culture choose the symbols and the signs differently. So
by studying the signs and symbols, scholars can then understand
the logic of choosing the svmbols for what they stand for,
which would lead to understand the culture behind it. Many
scholars choose this way to study for a different culture. Zhang
Chunji also wants to understand and discover the culture of Bai,
but his approach is different from the others.

First, Zhang Chunji did not write his paper by staying
home and reading books. He went to the town of Jinhua and
four villages of Zhuliu, Long Menyi, Xianggian and Wenhua,
where residents from these places stll carry on traditional
lifestyle. Zhang Chunji was growing up here, so he already
knows very much about the unique culture here. Then he
interviewed elders and took many pictures of different objects
to figure out the reladonships among the signs, the architectures,
the locations and the craftsmanship. Everything was written
detail, and I think probably Zhang Chunji is the first person,
who actually does research in this area.

Second, he found many signs and symbols that had never
been discovered and published before. For mstance, the Hen—
Stealing Goddess is noticed and described for the first time in
any publication.

Third, he provides a great amount of pictonal evidence.
Maybe it is me, but I have never seen some of the objects
and signs in his research before, and | truly believe the new
discovery would contribute very much to the study of culture
of Bai,

Fourth, he systematizes the results from his research. Based
on what he found our about the goblins, spirits, goddesses, and
demons, he explains and analyzes nearly 40 signs that are used
during ceremonies of practice of exorcism. He analyzes each

one of them in detail. He discusses its function, how to create




