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A New Discussion of “Zhao Hun”:
From Shamanic Ritual to Literary Second Sight

Wu Min-min*

Abstract

“Zhao hun,” (43 Summoning of the Soul) is one of the poems in the
Chu Ci (32§t Verses of Chu). It is often interpreted as expressing Qu Yuan’s
5 spirit or in the context of the folk tradition of “summoning the soul,”
neglecting the richness of this work. This study begins with clarifying the
controversy over its authorship, what was being summoned and what was the
meaning of summoning the soul in Qu Yuan’s time. The ancient and modern
connotations of “summoning the soul” differ considerably from each other. In
“Zhao hun,” the concepts of “summoning” and “soul” are independent of each
other, each carrying its own special meaning. By analyzing the poem’s two
sections (where the evil abroad and the beauty of the homeland, the Kingdom
of Chu, are described), this paper demonstrates how, inheriting the structure of
the “evocation” ritual from shamanism and evolving geographical knowledge
of the Warring States era (770-221 BC),the author draws a very vivid
portrayal of the horror of an imagined foreign land. As a zhuguan (fiE
official in charge of ritual ceremony), the author uses his expertise in
ceremonial speech-writing to illustrate the life of the soul’s owner, depicting a
beautiful bacchanalian scene that draws on the material and experiential details
of his life. Overall, the structure of “Zhao hun” is based in shamanic ritual

*  Wu Min-min is associate professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan
University.
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culture, with the author employing his vivid writing style of the visual

experience to give it its literary value.

Keywords: “Zhao hun” #H8, Chu Ci %£g¥, shaman, imagination of the
exotic, the visual
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