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Terrifying Demons: A Tang-Dynasty
Treatment for Demonic Infestation’

Wei Wu

Abstract

Epidemics were a constant threat to the well-being of people in medieval
China. In response to the catastrophic threat of disease, medical
practitioners adopted a variety of treatments, including ritual therapies.
Such methods have a long history in China, as evidenced by the “magical
recipes” that have been discovered among the early Mawangdui f T3
medical manuscripts. In the Sui (581-618) and Tang (618-907) dynasties,
the Imperial Medical Office (Taiyi shu K #) established an official role
with the title “Erudite of Exorcism” (zhoujin boshi jE251# 12). Although it
was a relatively minor position, the Erudite of Exorcism served as a master
teacher of incantations of interdiction and was responsible for training
Students of Exorcism (zhoujin sheng Yi254:). According to historical
records, a number of classical medical texts were studied by those medical
students. However, owing to a dearth of extant sources, we know very
little about what specialist subjects the Students of Exorcism learned and
what incantations of interdiction the Erudite of Exorcism transmitted
to their students. Fortunately, The Book of Interdiction (Jin jing %%
#%), compiled by Sun Simiao #FHRE# (581-682), includes popular ritual
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therapies employed during the Sui-Tang period that allow a glimpse into
this world. This paper will focus on ritual therapies found in The Book of
Interdiction that were used to treat malaria-like diseases (niiebing JE¥H),
one of the most common diseases during the Tang dynasty. By examining
such therapies, we may gain a better understanding of how these ritual
methods were thought to treat diseases, why they were considered effective
by medieval Chinese people, and how they differed from other examples
described in earlier manuscripts.
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