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Preface

Preface

I first met and worked with Zhang Sijie in the mid-1990s, when he con-
tributed three excellent articles to my “Traditional Hakka Society Series” . The
first one, entitled“ Ancestor Worship Among the Boat People of Ganzhou” , ap-
peared in volume 3 of the series;the next two, on“The Kangwang Temple of
Ganzhou” and“The Temple of the Women Immortals in Ganzhou” , were pub-
lished in volume 7. All three dealt with local religion,a subject then still rare
in China, but Zhang not only chose the subjects himself, he did the necessary
fieldwork with determination and thoroughness. The result was three extremely
rich essays, especially as regards the tales told about the gods and the festivals
organized in their honor.

As I look now at the table of contents of Zhang’s book, I understand bet-
ter why he was able then to produce such high-quality essays:in 1978, as he
tells us in his preface, he began to take an interest in local culture. At that
time, his main focus was the aesthetic aspects of local culture, and the empha-
sis in the present book is at least in part on beautiful objects. But many of the
beautiful objects described in this book are either directly religious or closely
tied to customary religion: temples and pagodas, of course, but also the opera,
the popular songs, and special objects associated with various festivals.

Most important, however, was the fact that Zhang Sijie was, already in
1978, studying local culture.lIt is this love for local culture, especially its ma-
terial aspects, that explains why he has been able patiently over the decades to
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build a collection of field notes, photographs, and recordings that enables him
now to give such a rich account of local material culture. By definition, the
study of local culture involves paying close attention to local particularity.
Those who study*high culture”tend to look down on local culture as“low” , less
important, less influential . What interest them is the typical, not the particular.
But in the end, every object is particular, and every local culture transforms
elite, national traditions in accordance with local history, needs, and taste. It is
sometimes said that“all politics is local” ; the same could be said of culture.
As editor of the“Traditional Hakka Society Series” ,I am especially grate-
ful to Zhang Sijie for this book on Gannan Hakka material culture: it comple-
ments perfectly the emphasis of my Series on the social and economic dimen-
sions of local customs. The reader of our books on Gannan knows how the local
Hakka organized their festivals and what kind of opera they preferred, he even
has short descriptions of temple layout. But here the same reader will find the
. same layouts professionally drawn, together with photos, and not only of temples
but also of homes and their decoration. He will find not just the houses people
lived in, but also the clothes they wore and the paintings and calligraphy they
enjoyed. He will find not just descriptions of lantern festivals, he will be able
to see for himself the variety of local lanterns . Even evanescent arts like paper-
cutting and the preparation of paper objects for funerals and festivals are cov-
ered. In short, Zhang Sijie’s book , thanks to its illustrations , helps bring the so-
ciety we describe in the“Hakka Series”back to life.

John Lagerwey
Paris ,2 October 2006
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