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The  research site 



, the other Singapore 



The little 
shophouses 
& alleyways 



THIS DICHOTOMY IS THE SAME WHERE 
DAOISM IS CONCERNED  



• How  is performance acquired and socialized 
into  the competences, identities and 
subjectivities needed for Daoist religious 
performance? 
 
 



The material temple 

Jade empeor  

Mazu, goddess of 
the SEA 

Confucius  



Jade emperor 

Tua pek gong God of 
Longivity 



Performance : The whip and the flag: 
to warn spirits to steer clear of the 

deity’s path 



The dragon horn and bull horn are blown to notify the 
heavenly army to seek their help in a range of 

activities such as exorcism, cures, etc  
 



Temple tapestries 



Tapestry literacies: Deities of the 
Chinese zodiac 



The phoenix  



Stories 
on 
tapestry: 
What happens in 
hell 



Tapestry as 
literacy 

Classical 
Chinese – 
power and 
ideology  



Performing the Kuay Kio Ritual held on 
the birthday of Bao Gong 

 



Who is Bao Gong?  Possessions of Bao Gong: 
represented by different animal, each was used on 

criminals from diff social backgrounds  



Crossing the bridge to the other side 



Performing with fire 



Performing for the dead 



There is a whole industry of paper… 



entextualization 



Mediums in action 



Addressing invisible interlocutors: Me 
Le Fo in action  



Case study: Medium A: 7 years old 

• I light the joss sticks in front of altar and then i sit 
down and concentrate by closing my eyes. I chant 
a powerful invocation i learnt. The gradually 
Jiutian Xuannu, makes my body expands and I 
feel a heavy iron pocket of air and  cannot move 
very well. Then i hear a click at he back of my 
head and I know nothing, because she takes over.  
Later when she is ready to leaves my body, i can 
feel my fingers again and toes ad feel i have 
woken from a long sleep  



Case study: Medium B: 15 years old. 

• I first kneel and then i lie down in front of Zai 
Zai. I will recite a short invocation sometimes 
repeatedly until i feel my body begin to rock 
uncontrollably. Then i see a shadow come 
over me – it seems to cover me, envelop, 
consume me I am forced to vomit everything 
from  my stomach (medium is not aware there 
is a thick stream of bile emerging fro his 
mouth). I don’t remember anything after that. 



Medium B: on getting back to earth 

• I begin to hear the recitation the chant to the 
beat of the drums, the gong, the flute – the 
drums gets louder and louder – i close my eyes 
and i feel my body floating above my head and go 
very far away. It is so peaceful and I feel i am not 
hear anymore and suddenly i hear the sound of 
thunder which rushes through my body and I find 
myself fully awake and sitting on the dragon 
chair, and people taking off my clothes and 
dressing me up in my normal clothes; and then i 
realised that my body has already been used and 
now returned to myself. 



VIDEO “performance” of child 
mediums A and B 



 The Word is 
sacred 

• “In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God.” 
(John 1:1) ) 

• The Babel etiology (Genesis 
11, 1-9) 

• “Read in the name of your lord 
who created you…..”(Surat al-
alaq) . ….. “prayer is a ladder 
by which everyone may ascend 
to heaven” –  





Temple calligrapher 



Literacy as a function of context, culture, 
history 

tan suah kiong 
temple tablet 
 
 



Literacy as a function of context, 
culture, history  

Announcement of  
Tua Pek Kong’s B-day 

4th april  

 
 



Talisman 
literacies 

LEFT: 
TALISMAN 
RIGHT: Bao 
gong 



Every Incense 
burner tells a 

story -  



 
 

Tony preparing a ti sheng (substitute) to be used in a ritual. The name of the female victim is 
written on the figure  and a rubber stamp bearing Bao Gong’s name is placed on it.  

 



The use of symbolism: the literacy of 
exorcism  

Left: Figures of straw man and woman representing victims of severe 
cases of demon possession 
 Right: Paper figures of man and woman representing victims of milder 
cases of demon possession 



HANDOUT :Analysis of an invocation 
used for Guangze Zunwang , the God 

of filial piety from Fujian China 



Duties to perform in temple visitation 

 



Divination sticks  
and  
coins  



Street operas in Singapore 



Youth in the dance  troupes  





Volunteer 
work  

at temple 



Case study – home socialization 
Medium C 

 



STORIES 2 brothers .  One could hear a thousand miles,  another 
could see a thousand miles.  |So we need to cover their ears and 
their eyes and therefore defeat them.  (Zhou dynasty 11200, 250).  



Objects in the child’s home: A Musical 
Pacifier. 

Words are “Om Ni Tuo Fuo”  (Buddhist Meditation) 
This is a very simple Buddhist Mantra made of Four Syllables, just like in 
Christianity the word “Mara natha” which is used Christian meditation 
 
But child mistakes the last word “FUO” as “Po po” meaning Grandmother is 
Chinese, which is very soothing to him, as he remarked in the video.  



Objects in the Child’s Home: Fengshui Buddhist 
Beads hung on a window to avert evil forces. 



Talisman by 
the 
workstation 



Showing off 
his 

talismen 



 
1. The deity that wrote it through the medium. 
2. The ink as it symbolizes the blood of the deity. 
3. The deity represented in the talisman. 
4. The writing itself carries magical power. 
5. The symbols in the talisman carry spiritual power. 
6. The belief in the power of the talisman gives it power. 
7. It is a Heaven secret (i.e., If I know the answer, I am not 
prepared to share my knowledge, it is my secret; or; I don't 
know, but won't admit this to a stranger) 
8. The writer of the talisman put qi (chi) into the talisman 
which gives it power. 
9. The power comes from the Jade Emperor 

The talisman as narrated by the child  



Medium age 15 
• Oral transmission of Taoism.  Influenced by 

grandparents.  Go out a lot to temple with them.  
follow the ritual and custom – offering – pray – don’t 
know the significance or importance.   But I pray every 
morning ot Kuan yin- I have a josstick and altar at 
home.  My altar comprises   Guang Yin (goddess of 
mercy), Guang Gong (god of War) and Tua pek Gong  

•  . I am not sure whey I like it. I like the music, feel good.  
I am very close to this (affinity – its very hard to 
express it.  I feel light-hearted, calma d relaxed.  I don’t 
do meditation.  

• ( SHOW VIDEO  - DAOIST RAP) 



 
In what ways do these embedded 

performance and language practices 
contradict or complement school 

literacies? 
 



  
phyllis.chew@nie.edu.sg  

• Comments, reflections, 
questions 
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