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This article explores the living Wutong cult in the Suzhou area. In continuation with
its long history, this spirit-possession cult still has fortune-bringing and exorcistic di-
mensions. The authors combine historical and ethnographic approaches to the Wutong
beliefs with a focus on the pilgrimage to cult’s centre at Shangfangshan (a sacred
site in Suzhou) and the domestic worship of the Wutong in the Changshu area. This
provides us with a perspective on this cult as built by 'ritual specialists and common
believers. In both forms of worship, the baojuan storytelling is actively employed,
and the Baojuan of the Grand Dowager (transmitted as manuscripts) thus appears as a
key scripture of local beliefs. With the analysis of textual and ethnographic evidence,
we move beyond the established argument about these infamous deities, which con-
sists of questioning whether the Wutong are essentially immoral, and to what extent
the attempts at taming and standardizing them have succeeded. We uncover the am-
biguity of the Wutong, who are: presented as dangerous and kind at the same time
in the local sources. The scriptures of the cult, notably the Baojuan of the Grand
Dowager, acknowledge this ambiguity, which underpins the gods’ power, and develop
ritual means to deal with it.
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