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A folkloric survey on costumed performance in 

Taiwanese religious festivities

Cheng-Wei Lin*

Abstract

Costuming is an important phase in the development of human civilization. 

It is done through putting clothing, makeup, or other decorative items onto the 

human body, dressing up, drawing of colorful pictures and words, or operating 

human-like puppets. A look into such costuming behavior would find that the 

objectives are often for aesthetic or for expression of social status. Besides, such 

behaviors could also be closely connected to religion, as we may observe in 

religious ceremonies, rites, and popular traditions around the world. Examples of 

such practice in Taiwan include the larger-than-life puppets depicting heavenly 

Þ gures such as General Hsieh, General Fan, Far-seeing, Far-hearing, and Nezha 

(also known as the Third Prince), or the Eight Generals and God Commands 

performed by real human. The history of costuming in traditional Taiwanese 

culture is not completely know, however, it is generally believed that its roots 

can be traced back to more than 100 years ago in the Qing period. Such cultural 

tradition survived through the Japanese period, and it has grown even stronger 

rather than perished. In the half-a-century Japanese period, another form of 

costuming known as kasou also exited. Kasou, imported from Japan, is the 

practice of having real humans dressed up as heavenly figures during certain 

festivities. Although the larger-than-life puppets of heavenly figures-known as 

shenjiang-and kasou are different in whom they impersonate and the expression, 

* Associate Professor , Graduate Institute of Architecture and Cultural Heritage, Taipei National University 

of the Arts . Ph.D of Osaka University, Japan.  
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they both involve impersonation through putting on costumes. This paper will 

discuss the two forms of costuming traditions, which are similar yet different in 

expression and in origin. The discussion will focus on the purpose and functions 

of Taiwan’s shenjiang and Japan’s kasou, with an aim to discover the impact that 

the Japanese tradition had on Taiwanese culture in the 50 years of Japanese rule. 

Keywords: constuming, kasou procession, shenjiang, folklore, Japanese period
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