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Abstract: Temple managers in Taiwan engage in practical theorizing
about the relationship between material objects and ritual. Their
varied responsibilities include acquiring materials, overseeing ren-
ovations, recruiting ritual specialists, and taking part in ceremonies.
In temple publications, they reflect on commonalities among these
activities, and their insights can contribute to the academic study
of material culture. This article illustrates the point through a case
study of the renovations and subsequent ritual celebrations at the
Changhe Temple in Hsinchu Taiwan from 1998 to 2004. The
construction project and subsequent performance of a Daoist jiao
offering were part of the same process. The underlying idea of
improving and extending through time (Ch. x7# &) linked renova-
tions and rituals. Managers viewed both as ways to renew the temple
community, to protect temple buildings, and to pass liturgical and
craft knowledge to future generations.
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In Taiwan as in the United States and Europe, the study of material
culture has become a growing focus of academic research as schol-
ars have used physical objects to complement written sources, to shed
light on groups not well represented in extant texts, to reframe old
questions, and to formulate new areas of inquiry."' Temple managers,
however, must address different needs. They see themselves as bearers
of a heritage of devotion to powerful gods. They wish to transmit
that heritage, to extend the relationship between gods and worship-
pers into the future. To that end, they seek to maintain the physical
space of the temple against varied forces of decay, including earth-
quakes, rain, wind, termites, and daily wear and tear. Because main-
tenance and repair entail regular action in the symbolically charged
space of a temple, managers sometimes treat repairs as rituals, and
they make choices about what kind of rituals (/7 #) to perform in
the care of materials (wx #J).> Their practical theorizing of how to
renew and perpetuate the worship of deities can inform our scholarly
understanding of material culture.

The managers of the Changhe Temple RAMI% in Hsinchu,
Taiwan, have over the past decades devoted their energies to pre-
serving the temple buildings and to meeting the changing material
needs of worshippers. Yang Jintu #3541 (b. 1947) has served as the
director of the managing committee (5 #ZZ B &) of the temple since
1984. In 1996 he commissioned a survey of the state of the temple in
preparation for a large-scale renovation project that would eventually
take place between 1998 and 2004. He subsequently raised money
to hold a Daoist jiao W offering to celebrate the completion of the
repairs. The ceremony took place in December 2004. Yang and other
managers and devotees of the temple had a great deal to say about the
entire process of renovation and ritual, explaining their goals and the
choices they made. Their reflections demonstrate that repairs to the

1

Gerritsen and Riello, ‘Introduction’, 3; Li, Lishi, jiyi, yu ghanshi, 6-15;
Zhuo, Cong simiao faxian lishi, 41-46.

> Catherine Bell has described the process of differentiating certain acts as
privileged or exceptional as ‘ritualization’. Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice,

90-91. For an application of this idea to the Chinese term /7, Zito, ‘Ritualizing L7’.
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temple building and the performance of the jizo ceremony were part
of the same process of renewal.

Maintenance and Materials

Although the specific challenges of repair and upkeep are individual
to each institution, the Changhe Temple offers a case study that illu-
minates the more general issue of how groups of people use objects
to express religious ideas, and how rituals arise from the care of these
objects. Devotees of the temple worship unseen gods, but they do
so through the medium of things: wooden god statues, painted god
images, incense and incense burners, the temple building itself, and
so forth. Their veneration of Mazu #§#H, goddess of the sea, and
other deities depends on materials, so maintaining the materials
becomes an important element of their religious practice.

My understanding of religious objects follows anthropologist
Birgit Meyer, who has argued that it is productive to treat religion
as a form of mediation within a given community and between that
community and a ‘professed beyond’, which is usually described as
‘spirits, gods, demons, ghosts, or God’.> A group of people come to
understand themselves as a religious community, and their artifacts
embody their relationships to other people and realms. As Meyer
observed, religion involves making the ‘non-empirical sphere—a
beyond—’ tangible.” The religious nature of these artifacts is perhaps
most evident when their use is highly ritualized, as for example when
practitioners make use of them in ceremonies. However, the objects
tend to remain significant in other, more mundane contexts, as when
they need to be put away, cleaned, or fixed. Indeed, religious objects,
like almost any useful object, are subject to near constant change, and
so require upkeep.’

3

Meyer, ‘Religion as Mediation’, 7.
* Ibid., 3. For a different application of Meyer’s ideas to contemporary
Taiwan, see Hatfield, ‘Remediation and Innovation’, 266-69.

> On the decay and need for care of god images, Kendall, “Things Fall Apart’,
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Following the lead of recent research in the history of science, I
describe this regular upkeep as ‘maintenance’, which in the definition
of Andrew Russell and Lee Vinsel is ‘the work that goes into preserv-
ing technical and physical orders’.® Focusing on maintenance takes
up the suggestion of Steven Jackson, scholar of media studies, that
we take ‘erosion, breakdown, and decay, rather than novelty, growth,
and progress’ as a starting point in thinking about material culture.”
Russell and Vinsel explain that any technology must exist long after
its moment of invention, and technical systems do not simply func-
tion indefinitely of themselves, but rather require labour.® The expe-
rience of Changhe Temple managers reminds us that among other
things, a temple is a technical system, an assemblage of materials,
complex practices, and symbolic meanings. The need to preserve and
repair has dictated that temple managers attend to both the materials
of the temple and the passage of time.” I view the work of temple
managers to preserve the temple space as a form of maintenance,
which in this case was an extension of devotion to the temple’s gods,
a form of religious practice.

Because the main building material for many of Taiwan’s historic
temples, including the Changhe Temple, is wood, and because of the
many forces that undermine wood’s structural integrity, large-scale
repairs are typically required at intervals of about thirty years. These
structural repairs are but one example of the upkeep for which temple
managers are responsible. At shorter timescales, there is daily sweep-
ing, washing, and polishing. Managers must also plan for occasional

861-64; Lin, Materializing Magic Power, 48-50. On the helpful notion
of ‘artifacts as process’, in which seemingly stable objects like San Francisco’s
Golden Gate Bridge undergo multiple transformations, not only to address wear
and tear, but also to address changing needs, see Young, “Technology in Process’,
67-68.

¢ Russell and Vinsel, ‘After Innovation’, 7.

7 Jackson, ‘Rethinking Repair’, 221. See also Mattern, ‘Maintenance and

Care’.
8 Russell and Vinsel, ‘After Innovation’, 7-13.

9

In considering time, I am inspired by Zhang, Wenhua Mazu, 63-105.
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FIG.1 Altar to Mazu, Changhe Temple, Hsinchu. Author photo.

damage, like a broken board or a roof leak. Although they cannot
predict when a specific problem will arise, they can expect that some
kind of repair will be necessary each year. In other words, temple
structures and the objects within them are like clocks, demanding
attention at regular intervals, marking a material form of time. This
sense of extending and improving, expressed in the Chinese term
xin &, inspired managers to hand ritual knowledge and craft skills
to future generations. For managers and devotees, ‘ritual’ and ‘mate-
riality’ were of a piece. Both gave form to relationships with deities
extending over time, graspable to participants, yet otherwise invisible.
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The Changhe Temple

Today Hsinchu is best known as the centre of Taiwan’s semiconduc-
tor industry, but in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was a
port city, home to houses who held licenses from the Qing Dynasty,
which controlled Taiwan from 1683 to 1895, to trade across the
Taiwan Strait."’ These groups financed the expansion of the Changhe
Temple throughout the nineteenth century. Local government offi-
cials sanctioned the founding of the temple in 1747. Its patron deities
were Mazu and the Sea Immortals 7Kfill, who gave protection to
sailors. Although there is little documentation from the eighteenth
century, there are records of major renovations in 1819 and 1835.
From 1863 to 1866, merchants expanded the structure into a ‘double
temple’ (shuangmiao B ), with Mazu and the Sea Immortals each
receiving one hall, as shown in Figure 2." In 1928, during the period
of Japanese rule, patrons further enlarged the temple with a rear
hall dedicated to Guanyin #i{#, bodhisattva of compassion.'? This
Japanese-period layout is now registered as a level three historic site,
meaning that when managers make decisions about maintenance,
they must follow the regulations of Hsinchu City government
regarding historic preservation.

When Director Yang described the reasons the temple conducted
a 1996 survey to plan for repairs, he told a broader story of growth
and transformation. He is a descendent of the merchant families

' Lin, Qingdai Zhugian, 184-96; Zhuo, Zhugian Mazu, 2-83.
""" For most purposes, it makes sense to think of them as a single temple. The
door to the temple of Sea Immortals is kept shut; the only access is through the
Mazu temple. There is no separate administration or financing for the sea im-
mortals. However, the Changhe Temple and the temple of Sea Immortals do
have separate designations for purposes of cultural heritage laws, and as a result
separate construction reports. In popular parlance and in tourist literature, the
emphasis is on Mazu, and the temple is often referred to as the ‘Outer Mazu
Temple” SMIEHE because it is located just outside the (no longer extant) north
gate of the former city wall of Hsinchu.
2 CSTR, 3-4.
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FIG.2 Floorplan of Changhe Temple showing double-temple layout. CTBR,
20. Reprinted with permission of Hsinchu City Government.
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who supported the temple from the late eighteenth through early
twentieth centuries, and as a child he became quite attached to Mazu
following the loss of his father. According to the temple regulations
in effect at the time, and in force since 1969, only those related to the
original merchant patrons of the temple could serve in leadership po-
sitions. Yang recalls that in 1984 the temple had only 25 New Taiwan
Dollars (less than USD $1) in funds. In desperation, the temple
committee turned to Yang even though he had no experience. He
is credited with saving the temple from insolvency. In the 1980s he
was elected district representative (/izhang H4%) of the area, and he
also spearheaded a reorganization of temple administration in which
descendants of the original merchant groups played a smaller role in
temple affairs, and more power was granted to groups that took part
in temple ceremonies, particularly the Two Generals Society (Erji-
ang hui ), which engaged in processions in yearly festivities,
notably Ghost Festival rituals in summer.” In 1989 the Temple Ad-
ministration Committee, with approval of the goddess, reinstituted
triennial pilgrimages to Meizhou Y&, a district of Putian, Fuzhou.
The Mazu statue at Changhe Temple was originally the third statue
of the Meizhou temple. That is to say, it was not the main god image
at the altar in the temple, but rather one used for processions. In the
early eighteenth century, immigrants from Meizhou to Hsinchu had
taken the statue with them and established the Changhe Temple
as an incense division (fenxiang 777) temple subordinate to the
Meizhou Mazu Temple. The two temples had maintained ties until
1949. In reinstituting these ties, the temple leadership sought to fur-
ther honour the god. Director Yang viewed the temple renovations as
a continuation of the broader revival of the temple’s fortunes.

The beginning of Yang’s tenure as director also corresponded to

" CSTR, 6. See also Hsinchu Changhe Temple Management Commit-
tee and Yang, dirs. and eds., ‘Hsinchu Changhe Gong’ . The ‘two generals’ are
temple guardians Qianliyan TR and Shunfenger I/ common in Taiwan
Mazu temples. The former sees all; the later hears all. They are popular figures
in temple processions. On the ghost festival in Hsinchu: Lin, ‘Qingmo Taiwan

Xinzhu Chenghuang Miao de zhongyuan jiyi’, 101-07.
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wider changes in Hsinchu and in Taiwanese society more broadly.
The end of martial law in 1987 and the first direct presidential elec-
tion in 1996 corresponded to a renewed interest in Taiwanese identi-
ty, and a corresponding desire to preserve Taiwan’s cultural heritage.
Furthermore, in Hsinchu, the 1980 opening and 1985 expansion
of the Hsinchu Science Park with central government investment
in telecommunications, biotechnology, and in particular semicon-
ductors and integrated circuits, had by the early 1990s brought an
economic boom to Hsinchu. Hsinchu landowners saw the value of
their property increase considerably. These changes meant that the
historic meaning of the Changhe Temple took renewed importance
in the eyes of many templegoers, and that the temple found itself
relatively flush with resources to follow through on their vision. By
the mid-1990s, temple leadership had both the desire and means to
conduct major renovations, which in turn would force managers to
confront the materiality of the temple itself.

Sources

A variety of sources allow an examination of how the ritual as well
as the construction of the temple furthered the cause of renewing
worshippers’ relationships with the temple’s gods, particularly Mazu.
Regulations in Taiwan stipulate that temples and other sites of his-
toric importance must first publish survey and planning information
and subsequently document all work and file it in the culture office
of the appropriate local and/or national government."* The reports
include assessments and photographs of damage and repairs. They
are required by law, but their format is not wholly bureaucratic;
rather, they allow leeway for temple management to provide historical
context, statements of religious commitment, and other idiosyncratic
kinds of information.

14

Huang, Simiao jingying yu guanlz', 174-79; Lin, Taiwan wenhua zichan,
97-98.
' Huang, ‘Miao jilu de fangfalun’. Below I abbreviate the 1997 Changhe
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For the jiao rituals that took place in 2004, I am reliant on the
temple’s own publications, particularly a DVD of highlights and
a temple record, essentially a gazetteer, that describes the process of
planning, construction, and ritual performance while also commem-
orating the many people, companies, and institutions who donated
money." These materials neglect large swaths of the month-long
festivities. They do, however, emphasize what temple leaders found
most significant or entertaining, itself a useful view into their under-
standing of the significance of the event and how it linked to earlier
construction projects. Other scholars have described the liturgy for
the Daoist temple rites, which were mostly left oft the DVD."

The priest selected to oversee the jiao was Chen Rongsheng B
& (1927-2014), famous in Western academic circles as a teacher
of Kristofer Schipper and John Lagerwey, among others.” The
choice was controversial at the time, because Chen was from Tainan,
but Hsinchu is home to its own Daoist groups.”” Director Yang

Temple planning survey as ‘CTPS’. The temple itself published the survey, for
which it recruited a number of different experts. The Changhe Temple building
report is CTBR, 2002, compiled by the engineering consulting firm Liyuan JJ[&.
The Shuixian Temple building report of 2003 is STBR, compiled by the archi-
tecture firm of Fu Hongren £f%:{=. Both building reports were published by the
Hsinchu City Government.

' The title of the publication is rather unwieldy, so I will refer to it as the
‘Changhe and Shuixian Temple Record’, hereafter abbreviated as ‘CSTR.” The
DVD is not dated, nor does it name a director or producer, but it is titled
Jiashen nian qingcheng gian sanchao gingjiao dadian W W BE R — SR
KB [Great Ceremony of the Three-Day Pure jizo Celebrating Completion and
Praying for Peace in the jiashen Year (2004)].

7 John Lagerwey describes another jizo performed in Taitung ‘to celebrate
the completion of the temple,” in which Chen Rongsheng was the ‘priest of high
merit’. Taoist Ritual in Chinese Society and History, 53.

1 Goossaert, ‘In memoriam’, 223. Seidel, ‘Chronicle’, 266.

¥ On Hsinchu Daoists, see Saso, The Teachings of Daoist Master Zhuang.
But see reviews by Strickmann, ‘History, Anthropology, and Chinese Religion’;

and Yan, ‘Pingjie’, 94-100. For activities of Hsinchu Daoists, with an emphasis
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insists that all decisions be approved by Mazu, and her approval
is determined by casting moon blocks (zhi jizo ##2%) in front of
the god statue. The blocks are rounded on one side and flat on the
other— if they land so that one is round side up, and the other is flat
side up, it indicates Mazu’s assent. Yang explains that after losing his
father at a young age, he became rather unruly, and the only being
he trusted was Mazu. A contrarian child, he did not generally like
to be told what to do, but could be convinced if he thought Mazu,
rather than any given bossy human adult, wanted him to do some-
thing. He would then be taken to the temple for the moon blocks
to signal the will of the goddess. Yang has since applied this method
to nearly all temple business. Appealing to the god may on occasion
deflect responsibility for the results and avoid a certain level of social
awkwardness for unpopular decisions; however, it does not render
temple leadership immune from criticism. Disappointed parties to
this or other matters might fairly argue that Yang controls the choices
presented to the deity, and so may take the blame even for the god-
dess’s directions.

One of Mazu’s relatively recent decisions was to create a temple
museum in a large tower. It opened in 2020. The building contains
not only the museum, but also office space, guest rooms, an audi-
torium, and rooms for preparing items needed for ceremonies. The
museum sponsors a speakers series and otherwise promotes scholar-
ship on the temple.*® Discussions with the managing director of the
museum, Wang Jingqiu F##X, as well as professor Sun Zhiwen 4
L of National Central University, consultant to the temple on
matters of historic preservation, and Director Yang form an addi-
tional source. Director Yang speaks Taiwanese, and I don’t, so I relied
on Wang and Sun to translate. I met with them in May and July of
2021, and they accompanied me through the temple and museum

on their participation in temple rituals, see Xie, ‘Xinzhu Du Chenghuang miao
de fashi fuwu’, 143-46.

? Published studies of the temple include Chen, ‘Xinzhu Shi Changhe
Gong’; Wang ‘Xinzhu Shi Changhe Gong Shuixian Gong’; Zhang, ‘Xinzhu
Tianhou gong tantao’; Zhuo, Zhugian Mazu.
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and answered my many questions. (I had been to the temple on sev-
eral occasions previously, but not with this project in mind.) Spring
and summer 2021 was a period of increased COVID-19 restrictions
in Taiwan, but all were generous with their time and information.
Like my other sources, their views reflect those of the administrative
committee, rather than the temple’s various other constituencies,
like groups that conduct rituals, opera troupes, neighbours and
casual visitors to the temple, or other worshippers. Anthropological
scholarship has shown that different worshippers in Taiwan’s temples
may have different levels of engagement with a given temple, and
they may hold radically divergent understandings of the nature of the
temple’s deities, the meaning of rituals, and/or the most appropriate
modes of veneration of a given spirit. I have tried to emphasize such
points of disagreement as I have discovered in my sources: disparities
of emphasis and interpretation between Daoist liturgies and temple
publications, and disputes over the best use of the temple courtyard.
I did not witness the jizo offering, and Director Yang is the only
person I spoke to who was present on the occasion. I am thus mostly
reliant on temple publications, which probably reflect some attempt
to reconcile other forms of diversity of interpretation, but the nature
of those potential disputes remains largely opaque to me.”!

Despite these limitations, it is clear that one intended result of mana-
gerial decisions about the appearance of the temple or a particular ritual
performance is a sense of community. Managers hope that renovating
buildings and performing rituals will help cultivate moral qualities
in worshippers, extending their collective relationship with powerful
gods. Maintenance is thus a window on how Director Yang and others
sought, in a period of social transformation in Taiwan, to perpetuate
through time worship practices inherited from their forebears.

*t Weller, Unities and Diversities, especially page 86: ‘There is thus no explicit,

self-conscious, institutionally propagated interpretation of ghosts. The structure
of ritual offerings is the closest thing to such an explicit system of meanings, but
it is open to various interpretations.” Jordan, “The Jiaw of Shigaang’, 105, has
pointed out that the nature of a jizo, in which many different activities involve

different actors in different places, lends itself to diversity of interpretation.
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Construction

When temple managers throughout Taiwan consider the challenges
of maintenance, they frequently must navigate a tension between, on
the one hand, desiring to grow and expand a temple, and in particu-
lar to equip it with amenities like bathrooms and heating, and on the
other hand wishing to emphasize historic preservation. In addition
to legal constraints, these decisions involve different understandings
of the needs of templegoers as well as different perceptions of how
best to honour temple deities (maybe Mazu /ikes big, new, ornate
five-story temples with elevators, parking, and recessed lighting better
than plain, single-story historic temples).?> At the Changhe Temple,
the ascension of Director Yang meant that the discourse of historical
preservation tended to win out, but there were always compromises
involved (a counter [guitai Hil#&] where people can ask questions and
purchase incense and other items, for example, is a postwar addition).
There are tensions among different goals for the temple. Repairs are
a moment when constituents negotiate their understanding of the
past. The Changhe Temple illustrates the result of deliberations that
are all the more interesting because they are not straightforward solu-
tions to the problem of continuity. It is important to all concerned,
however, that they approach these and all other questions with a
sense of piety, of ‘seriousness and sincerity’ (giancheng FEiik).

The varied Chinese terms to describe temple improvements gen-
erally include the character xix &. These include xiuli {EF (repair),
weixin HEIE (maintenance), chongxin HBAE (rebuild), xinjian 1B
(construct), xiufu 1B (restore, restoration), xiuhu 1&i# (renovate
and protect, preservation), and zhengxin FEE (refurbish).” Follow-
ing Susan Naquin, I would translate x7x itself in the context of a
building as ‘renovation’, which could include ‘enlarging, replacing,

** Lin Huicheng gives an example of a temple in Changhua that fought

against its historical designation to avoid being stuck indefinitely with the same
structure. Lin, Taiwan wenhua zichan, 113.

» Among many examples, CTPS, 85, 116, 119, and especially 121-26;
CSTR, 3,17,53; CTBR 19, 23, 56, STBR 2-1, 2-6, 3-1, 3-8.
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rearranging, and rebuilding’ as well as merely fixing.** X7x, however,
has a much broader semantic register, and can imply extending and/
or improving in a variety of contexts, including book editing, self-cul-
tivation, achieving a refined or elegant manner, and performing
rituals. Although not explicated in temple publications, these over-
lapping senses of xziu seem to connect the varied views of renovations,
which gave worshippers occasions to improve and display their own
moral capacities even as they contributed to refining and adorning
the appearance of the temple and in so doing extended their relation-
ship with Mazu.

When the managers of the Changhe Temple in 1996 conducted a
survey to plan for needed repairs, they identified structural damage,
particularly to wood beams, that demanded action to prevent col-
lapse. They described these problems as ‘objective’ (keguan %#l)
needs driven by the materials used.”> In the same survey they also
stated a desire to ‘largely maintain the original appearance’ (KEAE
FEJH %) of the temple.? In addition to personal preferences, Taiwan’s
historic preservation law required them to strive for the temple’s
‘original appearance’ (yuan mao J53it), ‘original materials’ (yuanyou
cailiao J7A .. M), ‘traditional skills and methods’ ({8472 £¢4li fe 77
{%), and to only engage in new construction when absolutely neces-
sary.”” Temple managers, however, recognized that there was no single
point of origin that they could return to, that any repair involved
‘subjective’ (zhuguan F#i) considerations of temple needs alongside
‘objective’ considerations of structural integrity.*®

One example of ‘subjective’ change involved the environment
around the temple. Venders and food stalls lined the temple
courtyard around the temple, and Director Yang in particular felt
that the shops crowded the temple and distracted from its solemn
and dignified (zhuangyan #iik) appearance. Similarly, the 1997

** Naquin, ‘Is it Finished?’; idem, Gods of Mount Tai, 26-27.
» CTPS, 116.

% TIbid., 109.

¥ Ibid., 117.

% TIbid., 116.
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planning survey blamed the addition of terrazzo and ceramic floor
tiles, in addition to white plaster walls, for marring the consistency
of the interior, again obscuring what the authors took to be the
temple’s ‘original appearance’. Beyond that, temple management
hoped to return painted surfaces to their original colours, to use
materials originally employed, and to only rebuild or replace temple
sections if absolutely necessary.”

The outcome of these tensions took on concrete form in the
material makeup of the temple itself. In 1998, the temple secured
government funding, and construction took place between 1998
and 2001.* The steps included first constructing a scaffolding and
providing protection for undamaged areas of the building. The start
of construction also provided a convenient moment to clear out the
food stalls. In the front courtyard, workers built a temporary temple
(xing gong 17) and a two-story temporary structure with an office
above and storage on the ground floor. There was no room for
vendors.

The primary enemies of wood construction in Taiwan are mois-
ture and bugs. Load-bearing beams have a limited life before they
begin to split or otherwise become unable to function. In this as in
other matters there are a symbolic as well as structural considerations.
Nobody wants a roof collapse, but the collapse of a temple roof holds
the additional problem of dishonouring the gods. Removing roof tiles
to get access to the structural beams, clearing away the damaged wood,
and constructing support systems to hold up the temple while newly
shaped beams are inserted, as shown in Figure 3, took up ten months
of the construction process.” Afterwards, construction turned
to treating the wood with insecticides, replacing roof tiles, and

2 CTBR, 25.
" Director Yang also serves as /izhang H £, head of the Changhe urban dis-
trict, a position that may have helped the temple in its application. For the 1990s
renovations, the cost came to 25,551,025 New Taiwan Dollars, with three quar-
ters of the sum coming from the national government and one quarter from
Hsinchu City government. CTBR, 42.

31 CTBR, 32-36.
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W= B R 222 FERD

FIG.3  Before (top), during (middle), and after (bottom) photographs of con-
struction on roof and rafters of the Changhe Temple. CTBR, 4. Reprinted with

permission of Hsinchu City Government.
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inserting waterproof material to prevent leaks. Then they repainted
the dragons and beams on the roof. The temple did not record the
percentage of the total amount of wood that needed replacing, but
in the nearby Guandi Temple in 2007 38% of the large beams in the
side halls of the main temple building were kept as-is, 34% had to be
restored, and 28% were discarded and replaced completely. In the
main temple space, only 14% of the wood could remain untouched
and an additional 46% needed repairs, leaving 40% to be replaced
completely.? Earlier renovations had taken place in 1983 and 1987,
suggesting that 30-40% of load-bearing wood in Hsinchu temples
needs replacement in roughly twenty-year increments. The staff of
the Changhe Temple, when they spoke of ‘original appearance’ were
generally referring to the temple’s Japanese-period layout, but they
understood that from a material perspective, the wooden beams of
the temple were entirely postwar.

Following the work on the wood frame, construction turned to
indoor spaces. For example, in the main hall (zhu dian FJ) housing
the Mazu god image, workers removed tiles and cleaned and repaired
the stone floor. They removed plaster and paint, replaced damage
bricks, and repainted wall paintings. They also touched up the altars.
The overall effect was one of less decoration, with white plaster
walls and exposed brick replacing painted walls and coloured tile.*®
Museum managing director Wang Jingqiu noted that these choices,
combined with the activities at the temple, allow visitors to perceive
‘the culture of Mazu beliefs” (#1513 {L) immediately upon en-
tering the temple. That cultural knowledge, including the craftsman-
ship of the temple itself, is what the administrators seek to ‘transmit
to future generations’ ({§&%5 ~—1X).3* To treat the past with care is

> GTBR, 3:35-3:36.

3% CTBR, 61-70.

**  She says the phrase in the YouTube video (Changhe Temple Management
Committee and Yang, dirs. and eds., ‘Hsinchu Changhe Gong’), but she and
Director Yang often emphasized in our conversations the twin ideas of preserving
(baocun TR4%) in order to transmit (chuancheng f47K) knowledge as contained in

material objects.
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another aspect of sincerity. It allows continuity, helping participants
see themselves as linked to a past and future religious community. It
should make sense, then, that the Changhe administration, like prac-
titioners throughout Taiwan, would see the jizo offerings of renewal
as connected to temple construction.

Offering

Following the renovation, the temple in the tenth lunar month of
the jiashen HH year (December 2004) staged a pure offering (g7ng
Jjiao THME) ceremony to celebrate completion (gingcheng BEHY) and
pray for peace and stability (g7an #1%¢). As used by participants, the
term jzao sometimes referred to the entirety of the festivities, which
lasted most of the month, or sometimes to the five days of rituals
performed under the direction of Daoist master Chen Rongsheng.?
Chen’s liturgies involved two parts: the two-day sequence of the
offering to dispel fire (rangying jiao ¥E¥¢ME), followed by three days
of the offering to celebrate completion of the temple. I want to high-
light ways that temple managers and other participants treated the
Jiao as serving the same purposes as renovations, completing a long
process of rebuilding and renewal.* In particular, temple publica-

35 While scholarship on the jzzo tends to emphasize the ways Daoists displace
local gods, or render those gods subordinate at the altars that priests set up in
temples, the DVD (Jiashen nian qingcheng gian) and temple report emphasizes
Mazu’s power over the priests, noting that she selected Chen Rongsheng, delib-
erating among choices for seven days before making her candidate clear by means
of moon blocks. CSTR 55.

A useful survey of recent scholarship, and of changing developments in
the performance of rituals in Northern Taiwan, is Menheere, ‘Ritual Change’.
Lagerwey described Chen Rongsheng’s offering to celebrate completion in La-
gerwey, Taoist Ritual, S1-167. A classic ethnography is Liu, Tazpei shi Songshan
gian jianjiao jidian. Xie, ‘Guanyu zhuanshu dangdai “Taiwan Daojiao shi™ is
a helpful historical survey in that it shows the difficulties of writing a historical

survey. Wang, ‘Xinzhu Shi Changhe Gong’ makes use of the same sources I do to
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tions emphasized the role of the jZz0 in the protection of the temple,
in cultivating piety and morality, and in transmission of cultural
knowledge and aesthetics.

Like the renovations, which sought to enhance protection against
water damage and bugs, several aspects of the jizo involved work to
allow the temple to continue to function. The jiao depicted threats
to the temple as unseen: demons, elements personified as spirits (for
example, fire gods), or deities who, though not otherwise spiteful,
nevertheless may have been disturbed in the process of construction.
The ritual described these risks, made them manifest in visible forms,
and then addressed each one. Offerings, then, were forms of mainte-
nance that might enable the temple to persist through time.

Although preparations for the festivities began on October 5,
2004, and various performances and festivities took place in the
following weeks. The Daoist-led rituals did not commence until De-
cember 1 (the twentieth day of the tenth lunar month). The priests
that morning assembled an altar in the newly cleared out temple
courtyard. The fire offering began with loud drumming. The priests
arrayed paper and papier maché god statues and food offerings on the
altar and performed the liturgy of ‘opening the radiance’ (ka7 guang
('), painting eyes onto the statues as the gods inhabited them.?
While the Daoists chanted scriptures, the assembled worshippers
bowed to the gods. The culmination of these rites was ‘respectfully
bidding farewell to the fire king’ (gongsong huowang 25K +). The
priests arrayed buckets of burning oil in the courtyard. Wielding fans
and brooms, they performed a series of choreographed steps while
fanning the flames. Eventually the burning oil, along with the fire
gods, was taken on a procession out of the temple and through the
city to a bonfire, where the fire king Zhu Rong #Lfll was dispatched
to his palace, thus ‘preventing’ further ‘visits’ from him (&G4 Al
JCH).% This ritual technique sought to prevent fire, much the way

demonstrate the cultural meaning and growing popularity of the temple in the
early twentieth century, which he attributes in part to the success of the jizo.

%7 On such rituals, see Reich, ‘In the Shadow’, 307-10.

3% CSTR, 83.
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that wood treatments in the renovation process sought to prevent
termites.>

Following the fire offerings, the priests embarked on the three-day
celebration of completion.* In this ritual sequence, Daoist masters
assembled gods, organized them into hierarchies, and dispelled
demons and impurities, helping to bring about cosmic harmony and
blessings on the assembled worshippers.*! Some elements of the ritual
purified the temple space, as in the ‘firing oil to drive away dirt’ (57
M%) opening. One priest carried a wok of burning oil, and another
added alcohol, causing the fire to flame up. Assembled worshippers
passed their hands over the spitting flames, so the ritual reached not
only the temple space, but also those who cared for it.**

Another element of the sequence addressed the disruption that
the temple renovations had caused. ‘Settling the dragon and thanking
the earth’ (ZHE# 1) involved setting up an altar to dragon gods
in the Shuixian Temple. The concern was that work on the temple
could have unsettled dragons residing in veins of the earth. A dragon
image was fashioned from white rice, with eggs, spoons, plates, and
incense sticks to fashion eyes, ears, and other dragon-like features.
Worshippers made offerings and paid respects to the dragon, allow-
ing it to settle.*’ Similarly, templegoers believed that jzzo offerings rid
the temple of any malicious spirits who might have snuck in while

% Li Fengmao reports that some Daoist masters, in addition to driving away

demons with sword and special water, also wield their swords against termites.
Li, “Taiwan zhaijiao’, 40.

“ Lagerwey, Taoist Ritual, S1-59. See also Saso, Taoism and the Rite of
Cosmic Renewal, 118-56. For a general discussion of the jizo offering celebrat-
ing completion of work (B M), see Li, “Taiwan zhaijiao’, 38-54.

- Schipper, The Taoist Body, 80.

2 (CSTR, 83-85.

3 Ibid., 91. In recent years, these ‘rice dragons’ (JKHE) have been the subject
of considerable attention, with temples vying to create dragons with larger and
larger amounts of rice, and after the ceremonies donating the rice to charitable
causes. The practice is considered to combine religious beliefs, artistic skill, ‘cul-

ture’ writ large, and compassion. See, for example, Li, ‘Shijie zuida de mi pintu’.
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the temple’s own gods were displaced during construction.* This too
was a kind of maintenance, work done to protect the temple against
future calamity.

Statements in temple publications about the connections between
Jiao and temple renovations described Daoist liturgies, but often put
them in the larger context of the ways both renovations and ritual
cultivated morality. The writings tend to consider the totality of the
month-long festivities, and in particular the moments when temple
organizers were active participants. They tend to locate ritual action
not in the Daoist canon or the transmission of texts, but rather in the
context of the history of the Mazu temple and the varied activities
of its supporters. For example, the DVD follows Director Yang and
other members of the jizo organizing committee on the sixteenth
day of the tenth lunar month as, in preparation for the temple rites,
they go into the woods to locate tall, straight bamboo trunks, which
will serve as posts for lanterns (denggao X&) at the temple for the
duration of the festivities. Finding and cutting down such stalks is
laborious, and those on the expedition pray to the mountain gods for
success (and invite them to the jiao). Participants often have to cut
down several bamboo trees with a chainsaw to get access to the right
trunks. When they find a suitable specimen, they have to dig it up
by the roots. The act is symbolic. On the DVD, Yang explains ‘It’s
necessary to keep the top and end of the bamboo for lantern poles
to convey the meaning of finishing what you start’ (¥ & TT8H 2R
MURAEARER).® The lanterns are said to announce the jizo
to spirits and invite them to enter and participate. In particular, the
light of the lanterns should lead orphaned ghosts to the ceremonies
designed to provide care for them.* Here, and throughout their
descriptions of the jzzo, temple publications emphasize attention to
detail, following through, and other forms of sincerity. The temple

# CSTR, 91.
# In other words, the tip and end of the stalk form a pun with the phrase
“HUHAA E’, meaning ‘where there’s a start, there’s a finish’, i.e., to carry things
through.

“ CSTR, 69-70.
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report noted that repairing a temple and holding a jizo0 both required
labour, materials, and money, and that assembling the necessary
elements required reliance on large numbers of people. Attaining this
cohesion was a sign of the ‘seriousness and sincerity’ (giancheng FZiX)
of their devotion to Mazu.?

Temple managers also viewed the entirety of the jizo as honouring
Mazu through a display of generosity. Unlike the temple renovations,
the jiao was funded entirely through donations, and the temple
report proudly displayed the names of 4759 people and institutions
who had contributed amounts ranging from 1000 to 300,000 New
Taiwan Dollars.* Not all the money was used for festivities: the
temple donated a new ambulance to the Hsinchu City government.*
These actions demonstrated, at least to those who considered them-
selves part of the temple community, that the Changhe Temple
was not merely newly refurbished, but newly revitalized, prepared
to take a new role in helping people in the surrounding urban dis-
trict.”® Temple managers made a point of emphasizing that all, not
only Mazu worshippers, were welcome to partake in festivities and
feasting, and claimed that sustained public interest in performances
and processions showed growing enthusiasm for the activities of the
temple.’’

Temple managers described the Changhe Temple as a special kind
of space, and in their view both renovations and ritual contributed
to its role as a ‘sacred space’ (fH#ZE 2% H]) that could resonate in wider
circles to contribute to national prosperity and cosmic harmony.
They agreed with scholars of Daoism in regarding one effect of the

¥ CSTR, 53.
# Tbid., 137-84.
# TIbid., 108.
¢ For discussion of scholarship on urbanization and religious change in
Taiwan see Katz, ‘Bridging the Gaps’, 48-53.

' Wang Yuanci has argued that managers were correct, that the number of
worshippers at the temple grew steadily following the jiao, which he attributes to
the way the temple was able to appeal to a growing, relatively wealthy urban class.

Wang, ‘Xinzhu Shi Changhe Gong’, 147-50.
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rites as ‘newly reviving cosmic order’ (75 JFRLEH K 1E) by ban-
ishing potentially harmful, even demonic, entities to realms where
they could not contribute to material or moral decay.”> This cosmic
resonance helps explain why the selection of Daoist priests was so
significant and why temple managers felt that enlisting the priests
was worth the cost. The Daoists serve as mediators (mezjie #4T) who
can communicate across the space between people and gods (A B
HHZ [E78%8 ), expressing gratitude for their favours (gan en JKR)
and bringing appeals of good fortune (gifu ##d) from the people
(baixing F1¥%).>* The priests could also reach spirits not venerated in
the temple. The jizo as performed by the priests allowed worshippers
at the Changhe Temple to sce their restored temple space as con-
tributing to a larger renewal and restoration, one that echoed well
beyond Hsinchu.

Finally, temple leaders regarded the jizo and the renovations as
parallel techniques for curating and transmitting cultural knowledge.
The jiao festivities gave onlookers the rare opportunity to view the
‘dignified, solemn’ (f£:f#&F%£E) Daoist rituals alongside the ‘beauty
of the architecture’ (%2 3) of a temple restored to its historic
appearance. Each was a kind of message from the past. According to
temple record, the bricks, stones, and wood of the temple, in addi-
tion to their practical usefulness as building materials, also formed
‘the expressive spaces of master craftsmen’ (IEATHYZRELZEH]) where
viewers could gain knowledge of traditional means of representing
auspicious meanings (5 f£&i#).>* The embedded meaning included
blessings of more children, stability, wealth, and peace and prosperity
for the country and people (%R %). The architecture, and in par-
ticular the newly refurbished architecture, contributed to the goals
of the ritual occasion as a whole. Moreover, it served, and would
continue to serve, as a physical reminder of the temple’s purpose. Just
as Daoist priests served as middlemen between people and spirits,

2 CSTR, 92. Compare Li, “Taiwan zhaijiao’, 38: ‘A symbolic hierarchy of the
cosmos is constantly recreated” in jiao rituals (R T W BT A Bt EA%E).

> CSTR, 55.

> CSTR, 21.
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temple administrators positioned themselves as middlemen between
past and future temple communities—preserving what ancestors had
left for them and handing that knowledge to future generations. By
bringing about both renovations and ritual, the temple had fulfilled
a certain ‘ambition to artistic culture’ (B>t 2 &E3).> At least in
the eyes of managers, the temple was able to create beautiful spaces
and sponsor august rituals. More importantly, it also had supported
the people (craft workers, specialists in historic preservation, Daoist
priests) who had the skills to ensure that such achievements would be
possible in the future.

Conclusion

After it was all over, after the Daoist priests had returned to Tainan,
the workers had broken down the temporary stages, the god statues
had returned to their usual resting spots, and the worshippers
had returned to their daily and weekly, rather than extraordinary,
veneration of Mazu and the Water Immortals, director Yang Jintu
wrote a preface to a gazetteer describing all that had taken place. His
after-the-fact explanation of the renovations helps to show how he
theorized the connection between material practice (renovations)
and ritual (jza0).

Yang saw the temple renovations and the jzzo ceremony as in-
extricably linked. He felt that Mazu had offered protection to the
forebearers of the current temple community, and that she continued
to bestow blessings today. Similarly, in expanding and renovating
the temple, devotees of the gods had shown across generations their
‘seriousness and sincerity’ (giancheng FZi¥), visible in their care for
temple building and grounds, their repairs to damaged roof beams
and tiles, their attention to the aesthetics of interior spaces, and their
desire to preserve historic architectural details.’® Performing main-
tenance expressed their devotion and inscribed it into the temple,

5 CSTR, 123.

56

CSTR, Yang preface, n.p.
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renewing a relationship to the deities and making the temple com-
munity seem tangible across time.

The jiao ceremony both completed and complemented the
renovations. It celebrated the success of the restoration projection,
thanked the deities for their grace, and united templegoers with
Daoist priests in prayer for continued peace and protection. Director
Yang argued the ceremony also brought about moral renewal. For
him, Taiwan’s rapid industrialization, urbanization, and social trans-
formation required ‘reconstructing ethical relationships and morality’
(HEmPEZETE), and he thought that the ceremony together with the
renovations would serve as an example of making historic practices
relevant in a changing Taiwan.”” He thought the skills needed for
work on the temple, the ritual specialties of the participants (par-
ticularly the Daoist priests), and the objects preserved in the temple
museum all allowed transfer of knowledge from past to future. Yang
felt that he and templegoers shared stewardship of this knowledge
and that this responsibility followed from the temple’s special rela-
tionship with gods, particularly Mazu. In Yang’s view, maintenance
of the structure, performance of the ritual, and other forms of public
outreach and education all helped produce a sense of community.

In addition to giving insight into the decisions of temple man-
agers, Yang’s analysis suggests new questions that we might ask of
material practices in a variety of contexts: notably, what, if anything,
are they extending through time? To what extent are they repertoires
of x7u? Although not germane to all the papers presented at the 2023
Ritual and Materiality in Buddhism and Asian Religions conference,
many of which are featured in this special issue, phrasing the ques-
tion this way does offer some leverage on the issues that came up
repeatedly. Neither the rituals nor materials of the Changhe Temple
have much in common with the sixth-century Buddhist practitioners
described in Kate Lingley’s article, but the idea of xix# seems embed-
ded in the story of Jin Jiangwei &4, who did not seek to extend
wealth (‘transitory as a flash of lightening’), but rather to carve a
Buddhist image in marble, extending the presence of the Buddha

57

CSTR, Yang preface, n.p.
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‘in the wake of his departure from the world’.>® Liu Shufen, in her
study of arhat caves, quotes a Song scholar’s description in which
one sees an extension of the sacred through refinement of the built
environment: ‘constructing a mountain out of flat ground, trans-
forming the mundane realm into the sacred’.”” Similarly, in Carolyn
Wargula’s account, one finds that materials act to extend sound
across time, unending utterances, words made material and capable
of stimulating responses in viewers and bringing about future acts
of transformation.® Extension of voice and sound also appear in
Susan Dine’s paper, most vividly in the image of buddhas springing
from the monk Kaya’s 2%t (903-972) mouth.®* In Chihiro Saka’s
contribution, the clothes change ritual both serves as a kind of main-
tenance for the clothing of god images and extends the performer’s
karmic connection to the deity.” The concerns of Ching-chih Lin,
Keping Wu, and Wenxuan Yang are perhaps closest to my own. Wu
and Yang show how villagers in Xitang Township create and extend
their sense of temple community forward even while lacking actual
temples, and Lin demonstrates how burning incense, rather than
maintaining god statues, can similarly extend a group.® Obviously,
none of these papers should be reduced to this idea. Indeed one
could also find examples of rituals of destruction, as in the burning
of a written document, or of misfires, as in the worries expressed
by the monk Zhuhong in Jingyu Liu’s paper that the ritual specta-
cle may cause such a crowd that it ‘brings conflict with ghosts and
deities, and excessive emphasis on trivial matters.”** The point is not
that x7u# underlies everything, but rather to point out that rituals and
materials can be seen as elements of a toolkit for seeking other goals.

Lingley, ‘Against Impermanence’, 50.
52 Liu, ‘Arhat Cave Belief’, 31.

Wargula, ‘“The Material Imagination’.
¢l Dine, ‘Ritualized Word’, 272-73.

62

Saka, ‘Embedding Prayers in Cotton, Ramie, and Silk’.

® Wu and Yang, ‘Entangling Bodies and Places’; Lin, ‘Foundations of an

Incense-Centric Society’, 4-5.

¢ Liu, ‘Negotiating Boundaries’, 115.
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Pairing examination of materials with consideration of ritual is one
means for scholars to discover the field of meaning in which objects
were embedded, and to show moments when actors reinforced, contra-
dicted, or improvised: what they discarded, and what they carried on.
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