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Killing Spirits from the Dead: The Object of Exorcism in
the Funeral Rites of the Way of the Celestial Master in
Medieval China

Chang Chao-Jan

Fu-Jen Catholic University Department of Religious Studies

Abstract

In the past it was commonly believed that a dead person would turn into a
malevolent ghost if the person died of an unusual cause, or his or her body was not
handled properly. In addition, stories concerning the dead becoming “killing spirits” and
harming the living can be found in many historic documents written after the 6™ century.
Such beliefs even formed a long-lasting custom in which family members of a dead
person left their house temporarily according to the instructions of an expert in Numerical
Algorithms and Techniques, in order to avoid possible harm by the killing spirit. Such a
belief and custom reveals that people believed that the soul of the dead would take a form
detrimental to the living, even if they passed away in a usual manner or their bodies were
handled properly. The belief dates back to the dispelling of the “curse and blame” in
common people’s funeral rites during the Han Dynasty. The “curse and blame” was also
linked with death and was believed to be a special type of spirit transformed from the
dead. Soon after its establishment, the Way of the Celestial Master (“Tianshidao” in
Chinese), a religious faction, had acknowledged the existence of these spirits and had a
ritual to banish them for occasions other than funerals, as funerals were not used for such
a practice at that time. It was not until the Medieval Period that this practice was seen in
funerals after the Tianshidao created the rite after being inspired by the Lingbao Corpus
and inheriting tombstone inscriptions from the Han Dynasty as well as the exorcism
tradition of its own. In the funerals, the dispelling of the killing spirits was a major
priority. The Taoist priests of Tianshidao at that time continued using the traditional
“Petition Rite,” where a petition was sent to the Heaven Palace to request dispatching the
officials in charge to capture the killing spirits during their funeral in order to ensure the
safety of the dead person’s family members. Accordingly, it could be judged that such a
belief of the dead becoming killing spirits has long been an element in Chinese funeral
culture since the Han Dynasty and reflects the Chinese people’s fear and anxiety
regarding issues concerning death.
Keywords: Taoism, funeral rite, exorcism, killing spirits, Master Redpine’s Petition

Almanac



