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Revival

November 4, 2009 in Tales from Taiwan by prkatz | Permalink
By Paul Katz

Just over two months have passed since the devastation wrought by Typhoon Morakot, but the
reconstruction of Siaolin Village /M4%f and its venerable Plains Aborigine (SEi#lk) culture is already
well underway. A major step forward took place this past weekend with the successful restaging of the
annual Siraya #a#ii ¥ ritual known as the “Siaolin Night Festival” (/M&7&%%). This event was
accompanied by the holding of a conference on the reconstruction of southern Taiwan’s Plains
Aboriginal culture ( TEZmETHikEE L] 25 EE) and the official opening of an exhibition of
artifacts from Siaolin’s Plains Aborigine culture (/MAEI#HXIEL4EE) at the Chia-hsien Cultural Hall (Bl
#h5X1EEE). Visiting dignitaries included Huang Pi-twan #=Ei# (Minister of the Council for Cultural
Affairs), Lin Chien-Chi #1{&#; (General Director of the Kaohsiung County Bureau of Cultural Affairs),
Kaohsiung County Magistrate Yang Chiu-hsing #5##, Chia-hsien Township Head Liu Chien-fang 2[3&%
, etc.

Of particular significance was the attendance of Sun Da-Ch’uan #XJIl (Puyuma () name =
Paelabang danapan), the Minister of Taiwan’s Council of Indigenous Peoples, Executive Yuan ({TEzE/R
EFRZEEFEEE). His presence sent an important message due to the fact that the Council has
committed to allocating funds for Siaolin’s cultural reconstruction. Sun’s visit also coincided with the
Ministry of the Interior’s decision to approve plans for the formal establishment of the “Association for
the Reconstruction of Siaolin’s Plains Aborigine Culture” (/MAFiHEREEFREXIEEREHE), which has been
organized by Professor Chien Wen-min f§3X& and his colleagues (#;&84, Bxiftih, Htifss, 288, FxE,
f&4m{=). This marks one of the first instances of the Taiwan government’s recognizing the use of the
term “Plains Aborigine” in state documents, and represents a major breakthrough in the quest for this
group’s being officially listed as one of Taiwan’s indigenous peoples.

The Night Festival is staged each year on the fourteenth or fifteenth day of the ninth lunar month,
which this year happened to fall on October 31 (Halloween!). It began with traditional Plains Aborigine
rituals referred to as kaixiang BaFl (“releasing the xiang magic”), which were held at a Siraya shrine (
/AfE) that had been newly constructed in the village of Wulipu Z B, located near the site where
Siaolin used to stand. The shrine is dedicated to the worship of a deity known as Taizu A%8 (other
Plains Aborigine deities include Alizu fJ3Z#H and Laojun EE&). With the exception of Laojun, most of
these deities are believed to be goddesses, and in Siaolin Taizu is generally conceived of as a group of
seven sisters. The shrine is also noteworthy for having no statues and no altar. Offerings (especially
cigarettes and betel nut, as well as the usual sticks of incense) are placed on the ground atop leaves
from the 1523 plant (Alocasia macrorrhizos; “Giant elephant’s ear”). In the center of the shrine
stands a bamboo cylindrical structure of seven knives (one for each sister) adorned with flowers.

A temple to the Supreme Emperor of the Dark Heaven (%X_LE%) known as the Beiji Dian b5 was
also rebuilt at Wulipu. While numerous Beiji Dian dot the mountain areas of southern Taiwan, and
have long served as sites for the interaction between Han Chinese and Plains Aborigines, the
reconstruction of the shrine proved especially heartening to Siaolin’s survivors.
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= = e 1aThe kaixiang rites were presided over by a female
Plalns Aborlglne specialist known as the xiangtou RE& (“head of the xiang magic”), who is responsible
for both summoning and communicating with Taizu and other spirits while joining them in enjoying
cigarettes and betel nut. Her rites reflect the profound ethnic reverberation that has shaped southern
Taiwanese culture, combining traditional Siraya songs with the use of Hoklo vernacular when issuing
instructions to worshippers. The xiangtou was assisted by other members of Siaolin’s women'’s
community, which reflects the matriarchal nature of Siraya family structures.

After the spirits had been summoned, thexiangtou led villagers to
cut down a preselected bamboo plant (BkRI4T) located in the hills near the village, which was then
erected in front of the shrine (iZFA4T). Seven bundles of straw were attached to the bottom of the
bamboo (one for each sister, and also representing steps ascending to the heavens), while a larger
bundle of straw was hung from its top. In the past, human heads were said to be used instead. There
was also a ceremony for repairing the shrine’s roof ({84 &). Taizu pronounced approval of the
rituals.
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The afternoon was devoted to villager worship (¥ E%£iEAX%H) and
a Plains Aborigine feast (FifEREF L) prepared by each household featuring a dish known as “maj”
K E that is made using glutinous rice. This was followed by evening ceremonies (A% #72) that
combined elements of state sacrifices and mourning rituals, including statements made by leading
officials and village leaders (RE A, EARKFKDE R ). The most moving part of the ceremony was
the reading of a memorial addressed to Taizu (in Hoklo), which expressed the villagers’ sorrow at their
loss, pride in their history and culture, and hope for the future. Its opening and closing statements are
worth quoting here:

S EAARRENSHERRENEF BRREMANFREZES AN
RKED, W@, AEAEFTFHUKREE, RELEAETRS, [, S8, 155, THEK%. ®KERFRR, EE4E
EETRIMMEHREERELSH, BURMNER LHRITESLE —TEEE EXFC. "

“HERESL . EAXEERMAS, FRIEFMRKREE—EAERMBE EAEMREAEZT, BRIAE—EHFE
HEFBRARFNEFRE, STREE—RTE=BEBRANOPINER, WEMMAERZE. ”
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The evening rites concluded with village leaders’ expressions of gratitude and vows to rebuild. While
the traditional nightlong dancing and drinking revelry were abandoned this year, a promise was made
for all participants to join hands in dance one year from now.

The Night Festival was marked with occasional moments of grief, especially during viewing of a
documentary about the village prior to its destruction. At the same time, however, there were also
many outpourings of joy, including making offerings of rice wine to Taizu in the shrine and listening to
elderly women who just weeks ago had been torn with grief singing childhood songs (including some
in Japanese). There was also the appearance of a beautiful butterfly (Hypolimnas bolina kezia

(Butler); “Blue Moon Butterfly”) in Taizu’s shrine.

Efforts at material reconstruction are also proceeding apace. Surviving villagers who have spent weeks
living inside overcrowded temples are now moving into temporary houses constructed by the ROC Red
Cross in Shanlin ##k (a township in Kaohsiung County nearer to the Kaohsiung metropolis). These
structures are rudimentary, and there is a pressing need to add gardens and other greenery, but
villagers are happy simply to have a place of their own that they can call home. There are also plans
for two separate sets of permanent homes. The first, also located in Shanlin, are to be built by the
Buddhist Compassion Relief Merit Society (f###ZENEE). The second, which will also include either a
Plains Aborigines Cultural Park (FEi#i&3C{LEE) or Plains Aborigine Memorial Park (FificitsE), will
be situated in the village of Wulipu. The villagers’ positive feelings found clear voice in a poster and
press release that accompanied the Night Festival, which expressed sentiments of “Gratitude (Bi#),
Commitment (#3##), and Hope (FE£)”. What has been accomplished stands as a testimony to the
human spirit, and the inner strength of the Taiwanese people. Siaolin has stood up.

*Note: Many thanks to Hung Shu-fen i#iflZF for sharing her photo of the butterfly.
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