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Abstract and Keywords

Chinese spirit-basket divination, which dates to the fifth century, would have been lost to 
WKH�ZRUOG�KDG�LW�QRW�EHHQ�UHLQFDUQDWHG�DV�,QGRQHVLDQ�MDLODQJNXQJ��7KH�WHUP�LV�WKH�KRPRo
phonic rendition of the Chinese cai lan gong [兴䦆ἄ��YHJHWDEOH�EDVNHW�GHLW\@�DQG�XQDPo
ELJXRXVO\�OLQNV�WKH�,QGRQHVLDQ�SUDFWLFH�ZLWK�WKH�&KLQHVH��&RQWHPSRUDU\�&KLQHVH�GLYLQDWRo
ry methods have replaced the clumsy basket planchette with the handier triforked branch 
RU�D�SHQ�KHOG�LQ�WKH�PHGLXPއV�KDQG��EXW�D�VSLULW�EDVNHW�VWLOO�IHDWXUHV�LQ�MDLODQJNXQJ�DQG�
UHPDLQV�WKH�NH\�HOHPHQW�LQ�LQYROXWLRQV�RI�WKH�SURWRW\SH��)RU�H[DPSOH��1LQL�7KRZRQJއV�
spirit-possessed doll originated as an effigy built over a basket armature. Jailangkung and 
LWV�LWHUDWLRQV�DUH�SHUIRUPHG�DV�VDFUHG�ULWXDOV�RU�JDPHV�RI�DPXVHPHQW�DOO�RYHU�WKH�DUFKLo
pelago to an extent that jailangkung has been absorbed into Indonesian magic folklore. 
-DLODQJNXQJ�VWDUUHG�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\އV�PRVW�VXFFHVVIXO�KRUURU�PRYLH��7KLV�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�GLVo
cusses the domestication of an alien tradition as social-political engineering.

Keywords: Indonesia, jailangkung, hantu, mysticism, séance, spirit basket, archaeology, distribution of games

Introduction
I was astonished by my first encounter with a jailangkung (also jelangkung, spirit 
basket).1 This was at a temple in Jam Thang [䑨㧘] village on the outskirts of Singkawang, 
West Kalimantan, where I was watching a spirit medium dance with a fan on the evening 
of February 9, 2008. The languid performance lulled me, so I was unprepared when two 
men suddenly barged past me in a flurry of activity. They appeared to be wrestling with a 
��SXOOHG�WKH�PHQ�XS�DQGދEHDVWފ��WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�KDQJLQJ�RQWR�ZLWK�VDVKHV��7KHދZLOG�EHDVWފ
down the temple hall and into the crowd so that spectators had to scramble to get out of 
WKH�ZD\��$IWHU�WKH�V«DQFH��WKHފ�EHDVWދ�OD\�OLIHOHVV�RQ�WKH�PDLQ�DOWDU�WDEOH��,W�ZDV�D�UDWWDQ�
EDVNHW�GUHVVHG�LQ�D�OLWWOH�UHG�DQG�\HOORZ�0LQJ�VW\OH�VROGLHUއV�WXQLF��)LJXUH 1).

My childhood in Singapore of the 1950s was a social milieu of temple ceremonies for my 
+RNNLHQ�IDWKHUއV�IDPLO\�SUDFWLFHG�&KLQHVH�SRSXODU�UHOLJLRQ��ZKLFK�LV�ZK\�,�FKRVH�WR�UHo
search Chinese spirit possession. I also investigate Indonesian spiritualism for at home I 
was immersed in the Sino-Malay cultural world of my Peranakan2 mother. This included 
the everyday belief in djinns and hantus.3 1RWZLWKVWDQGLQJ�P\�IDPLOLDULW\�ZLWK�WHPSOH�ULWo
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Figure 1  The beast of Singkawang, a jailangkung 
basket wearing a shirt.

Photograph: Ronni Pinsler.

uals and Malay magic, a spirit-possessed basket, endearingly dressed in a little shirt, was 
D�GLVFRYHU\��,�SUHVVHG�P\�LQIRUPDQWV�IRU�DQVZHUV��RQO\�WR�EH�PHW�ZLWK�QRQFKDODQFH��$So
parently, jailangkung is commonplace in Indonesia.

This information made me even more determined to learn about spirit-basket possession, 
and my research included fieldtrips to Java and West Kalimantan from 2008 to 2010. I 
learned that the jailangkung originated in fifth-century Chinese spirit-basket divination. 
The method had traveled throughout the Chinese diaspora but disappeared by the 1950s. 
Spirit-basket divination thrives only in Indonesia, and jailangkung is living testimony of 
cultural connections between China and Southeast Asia. This essay focusses on 

jailangkung in Java and West Kalimantan. I discovered Nini Thowong, a jailangkung�
involution,4 and from Indonesian scholarship l learned about lukah gilo (mad fish-trap) in 
Sumatra5 and Riau. 6 The lukah is a rattan fish-trap that can be as tall as a man. When 
spirit possessed, the basket has the strength to drag teams of men about an arena.7

Games as Anthropological Evidence
Jailangkung can be described as a game inasmuch as there is an objective and rules of 
SOD\��,Q�������(GZDUG�7\ORU�PDGH�Dފ�VSHFLDO�DUJXPHQWދ�IRU�JDPHV�DV�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�HYLo
dence. Tylor proposed that if geographically separate communities have similar games 
WKDW�DUHފ�SHFXOLDU�RU�FRPSOH[�HQRXJK�WR�EDU�WKH�VXSSRVLWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�KDYLQJ�VSUXQJ�XS�LQo
GHSHQGHQWO\ދ��WKHQ�WKLV�ZRXOG�EH�SURRI�RI�FXOWXUDO�FRQQHFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�JURXSV�

'HVSLWH�WKH�FRJHQF\�RI�WKH�DUJXPHQW�DQG�WKH�HPLQHQFH�RI�WKH�SURSRVHU�LQ�WKH�ILHOG�RI�FXOo
tural anthropology, the study of the international distribution of games never quite took 
off as research method.8 Perhaps the fact of cultural diffusion needs no explication, or the 
RULJLQV�RI�WUDGLWLRQDO�JDPHV�FDQ�QHYHU�E\�SURYHQ��EXW�7\ORUއV�WKHRU\�FRPELQHG�ZLWK�DQ�DUo
chaeology of the everyday enables a critical examination of how host societies cope with 
alien traditions through time. This study shows how jailangkung naturally assimilated into 
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Indonesian animism to foster involution, but how a newer import, Middle-Eastern Islamic 
ideas, have necessitated new coping strategies.

The Chinese origin of jailangkung LV�SXEOLVKHG�E\�WKH�QDPH��ZKLFK�LV�D�KRPRSKRQLF�UHQGLo
tion of the Chinese cai lan gong [兴䦆ἄ, vegetable basket deity]. The Indonesian practice 
rehearses spirit-basket rituals of the Chinese Goddess of the Latrine and the Seven Star 
Sisters.9 7KH�EDVNHW�LV�DQWKURSRPRUSKL]HG�E\�WKH�VKLUW�GUDSHG�XSRQ�LW��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�&KLo
nese folklore, an image made in human likeness, such as a temple idol or a scarecrow, 
provides a doorway for spirits to enter the mortal world.10 The basket as human effigy 
distinguishes jailangkung from Western coscinomancy, where a sieve is balanced on 
shears, and from African divinations, where tokens are shaken out a basket.11

7KH�HYHU\GD\�PD\�VHHP�EDQDO��EXW�2YHUKROW]HU�DQG�5RELQ�SURSRVH�WKDW�DQ�DUFKDHRORJ\�LQo
to the materiality of the everyday offers insight into changing politics, commerce, and 
cosmology in a community over time.12 $�VLPLODU�DUJXPHQW�LQIRUPV�WKH�0XVHXP�RI�/RQo
don investigation into the ubiquitous willow-pattern ceramics of Victorian England. The 
discovery of pottery shards in archaeological digs all over London enabled a conclusion 
on the aspirations of the poor to the material culture of the rich.13

The Materiality and Rules of Play of 
Jailangkung
A typical jailangkung uses a household basket, about 30 centimeters wide and as tall, 
draped over with a shirt (Figure 2���7KH�DVVHPEODJH�PD\�IHDWXUH�KHDG�DQG�DUPV��DQG�GHFo
orations such as flags, but these embellishments are optional. The garment is de rigueur. 
When spirit possessed, the basket self-automates to write using a pen protruding from 
the reeds. One or two bunches of keys may be hung upon the cross-sticks.
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Figure 2  The general structure of a typical 
jailangkung.

Drawing by Jonathan Chan.

The Rules of Play for Jailangkung
Two players grasp the jailangkung in their hands, or they hold the basket between them 
using sashes. One man is the medium, who channels the spirit through his right hand into 
the basket. The second man merely supports the jailangkung.14 A mantra invites a spirit 
WR�SRVVHVV�WKH�EDVNHW��DQG�WKH�ULWXDO�DVSHFW�RI�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�LV�HPSKDVL]HG�ZLWK�RIIHUo
ings of incense, candles, fruit, and sweets. The mantras informants shared with me were 
formulaic instructions for the spirit to possess the basket but to leave when so ordered. 
From a Bangka Belitung (islands south of Sumatra) website I found a mantra particularly 
ULFK�LQ�FXOWXUDO�LQIRUPDWLRQ��7KH�VSLULW��QDPHG3ފ�LJ�'XQJ�$XQW\ދ��GLUHFWO\�OLQNV�WKLV 
jailangkung with the Chinese Goddess of the Latrine (see earlier references):15
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Thai lam sin. Thai lam fa, Big basket spirit. Big flower basket,

Pat nyet sip ng. Chiang nyi 
ha loi ` kau jit ja.

On this eighth moon night, come 
down to play.

Oi loi tu loi. Ng ho jit sin. 
Khi ngoi ngoi.

If you wish to come, then come, but 
do not just stand stock still.

Oi hi tu hi. Ng ho jit sin. Ta 
liong thi.

If you wish to leave, leave but do not 
rebel.

Cuk jap co son. Pun nyi 
cho. Ten sim tham khiau. 
Pun nyi ko.

Bamboo reeds make you a boat. Light 
the lanterns; make a bridge to cross.

Thai pa so si. Oi nyi nak. Se 
pa so si. Oi nyi jung.

+HUHއV�D�ODUJH�NH\�WR�KROG��$QG�D�
small key to use.

Kim ci hiong cuk. Chiang 
nyi loi. Kim ci hiong cuk 
chiang nyi con.16

*ROG�VSLULW�SDSHU��LQFHQVH��DQG�FDQo
GOHV�LQYLWH�\RX�WR�FRPH��*ROG�VSLULW�SDo
per, incense, and candles invite you to 
leave.

Jailangkung in the Indonesian Quotidian
The term jailangkung has entered Indonesian vocabulary.17 Every Indonesian informant, 
and I do mean every person, I spoke to about jailangkung NQHZ�WKH�JDPH��$UGLDQ�&DQo
gianto, my Indonesian guide in Singkawang in 2008 and in Jogjakarta in 2009, told me he 
had once communicated with Bruce Lee, the late martial movie star by spirit basket.18 

Hedy (not her real name), who had taken me to see children play jailangkung in 
Singkawang on July 3, 2009, shared how as a schoolgirl in Semarang she had witnessed a 
séance. The possessing spirit was the soul of a convict who had died in the local prison. 
The spirit basket had asked Hedy to draw closer to be admired. Frightened, she ran away. 
,�FRQWLQXH�+HG\އV�VWRU\�ODWHU��2YHU�-DQXDU\����DQG�����������,�SROOHG�WZHOYH�PHPEHUV�RI�
SMUKI (Singapore Management University Komunitas Indonesia), a student Indonesian 
cultural club. Everyone knew of jailangkung; six had witnessed séances; one had played 

jailangkung.

However, the imprimatur of jailangkung as a part of everyday Indonesian culture is the 
acceptance of jailangkung as local hantu, alongside kuntilanak (a vampire who is the soul 
of pregnant woman), and pocong (a wandering ghost dressed in burial shroud).19 Social 
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PHGLD�UHSRUWV�WHOO�RI�KDXQWLQJV�DQG�PDVV�K\VWHULD�DPRQJ�VFKRROJLUOV�RQ�DFFRXQW�RI�SRVo
session by jailangkung,20 and jailangkung VWDUV�LQ�SRSXODU�KRUURU�PRYLHV21ދ�

Jailangkung in Text
Contradicting, or so it would seem, the place of jailangkung in the Indonesian everyday is 
the paucity of research on the subject. There is local scholarship on Nini Thowong and 
the mad fish-trap of Sumatra, but not on jailangkung.

Jailangkung was mentioned in recollections by Indonesian writer Hersri Setiawan of life 
LQ�6DOHPED�SULVRQ��-DNDUWD��ZKHUH�KH�ZDV�LPSULVRQHG�LQ������XQGHU�WKH�1HZ�2UGHU��+HUo
sri recounted how inmates killed time by playing jailangkung.22 He connected jailangkung 

ZLWK�-DYDQHVH�1LQL�7KRZRQJފ��>E@XW�IRU�VRPH�UHDVRQ��ZKHQ�WKLV�JDPH�UH�DSSHDUHG�OLNH�D�
plague in urban areas at the beginning of the 1950s, it was more Chinese than Javanese 
LQ�IRUPދ��+HUVUL�UHDVRQHG�WKDW�ZKLOH�RQO\�IHPDOH�VSLULWV�SRVVHVVHG�1LQL�7KRZRQJ� 
jailangkung summoned male and female spirits. The jailangkung was the more powerful, 
ZURWH�+HUVUL�ZLWKRXW�LURQ\��MXVW�DV�SULVRQ�OLIH�KDG�WKH�WUDGLWLRQފ�RI�WKH�GRPLQDQW�SRVLWLRQ�
RI�WKH�&KLQHVH�PDOH��RU�WKDW�RI�WKH�UXOHU�DQG�UXOHG23ދ�

I will return to the discussion of the dearth of scholarship on jailangkung DW�WKH�FRQFOXo
sion of this paper.

Jailangkung LQ�WKH�3URIDQH�:RUOG�RI�$PXVHo
ment Games
5DGHQ�6XGLE\R�OLYHV�LQ�D�VWRUHKRXVH�LQ�WKH�3UDFLPRVRQR�DUHD�RI�-RJMDNDUWD�SDODFH��7KH�ORo
cals told me he used to play jailangkung just about every night in the palace in the 1970s. 
Sudibyo confirmed the reports and told me that the Jogjakartan ghoul Sumilah was the 
spirit that regularly possessed his jailangkung. Sumilah often obliged with lucky lottery 
numbers.

Sudibyo explained that he had become bored with jailangkung, but he was eager to play 
spirit basket for me. I had to bring a man to support the basket because women may not 
hold a jailangkung. Cangianto, who had communicated with Bruce Lee through 

jailangkung, was happy to oblige. On the evening of June 29, 2009, we gathered at the 
palace storehouse. Sudibyo produced a household basket and put over it one of his shirts 
turned inside out. He explained that the cloth in contact with the basket must not have 
been touched by the human body. Sudibyo set out a glass of water, a glass of tea, small 
cakes, and cut pieces of newspaper. The latter substituted for Chinese spirit money that 
Sudibyo said he had no time to buy. I worried out loud that the spirit would not accept 
this offering, but Sudibyo was confident that the spirits would make do. He tied a key 
with string to the basket to make a channel for the jailangkung to imbibe the essence of 
the offerings, and last, he lit an incense stick and inserted it into the basket.

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice


Jailangkung: Indonesian Spirit-Basket Divination

Page 7 of 29

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com).b©bOxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

date: 06 July 2020

Sudibyo and Cangianto took up the basket. A few minutes later, the basket moved to 
make little scrawls on a book held up to its pen. Nothing further happened. During the 
muezzin call to evening prayers, Sudibyo insisted that the session had to be paused. Then 
the men again picked up the basket, but it stubbornly would not write anymore. We gave 
XS�HYHQWXDOO\��6XGLE\R�VHHPHG�PXFK�GHIODWHG�WKDW�KH�KDG�IDLOHG�EHIRUH�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�LQo
terviewer. Explaining the lethargy of our jailangkung, Sudibyo said that the spirit was the 
soul of an ancient batik painter. Apparently, the scrawls were old Jawi writing. Cangianto 
DQG�,�WRRN�6XGLE\RއV�ZRUG�IRU�WKLV�

Playful Youths and Jailangkung
2Q�WKH�HYHQLQJ�RI�-XO\����������,�ZDWFKHG�WKH�JXLOHOHVV�SOD\�RI�6LQJNDZDQJ�\RXWKV��,�GLVo
cuss Singkawang as a research site in the following section but here recall the fun I 
shared with twelve boys, perhaps aged between nine to fifteen years old. They formed a 
gang that gathered most evenings to play jailangkung in a vacant lot off Harmonis street. 
That night, the boys had two baskets that they took turns holding with sashes. Every 
time, even when the players switched, the jailangkungs would bob so fast as to make the 
sound of fluttering birdwing. At one point the boys tied a jailangkung to a lamppost so 
that only one handler held the basket. Still the jailangkung bobbed so fast as to become a 
blur.

When the boys asked the jailangkungs WR�UHYHDO�WKHLU�LGHQWLWLHV��WKH�EDVNHWV�ZURWH�DQo
swers into exercise books. One jailangkung pressed so hard it broke the pen in its reeds. 
One spirit announced itself as Suster Ngesot, a vampire of popular movie fame.24 7KH�RWKo
er announced itself as polong, an evil sprite sent by black magicians to do harm. The boys 
laughed to learn they were communicating with hantus. During their play, a tiger spirit 
apparently possessed one boy for he crept about us on all fours roaring loudly. This must 
have been a common occurrence for the boys continued with their play unperturbed.

Hedy, who had taken me to meet the boys, said her brother had become possessed while 
playing with jailangkung and is now prone to fits. Several Singkawang spirit mediums I 
interviewed said they had first become spirit possessed during jailangkung VHVVLRQV��,W�DSo
pears that playing jailangkung is a common prelude to bodily possession by a spirit.25

Jailangkung in Singkawang
My main research site for jailangkung LV�6LQJNDZDQJ��WKH�VHFRQG�ODUJHVW�WRZQ��DIWHU�3RQo
WLDQDN��LQ�WKH�SURYLQFH�RI�:HVW�.DOLPDQWDQ��6LQJNDZDQJ�LV�SRSXODWHG�E\�D�&KLQHVH�PDMRULo
ty who are descendants of eighteenth-century Hakka goldminers.26 Singkawang stages an 
annual Cap Goh Meh [⃙ᰬ㐵��ILIWHHQWK�RI�WKH�ILUVW�PRRQ@�SDUDGH�IHDWXULQJ�VRPH�ILYH�KXQo
dred spirit mediums borne down the main streets on palanquins set with knives and 
nails.27 Jailangkungs dance wildly among them.28 Chet Ket Khiong (効⒕Ⳓ), the head of 
Majelis Tao (MTI), an association claiming to represent all spirit mediums and 
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jailangkung groups in Singkawang, told me that there are some seven hundred spirit 
mediums and seventeen jailangkung groups on his register.29

,Q������DQG�������,�LQWHUYLHZHG�OHDGHUV�RI�6LQJNDZDQJއV�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\��%RQJ�:XL�
Khong [䐟➙ⱏ], head of the TriDharma [Daoism-Confucianism-Buddhism] Association, and 
Zheng Zhen Fu [幩デ䜧@��KHDG�RI�WKH�0DMHOLV�.RQJKXFX�,QGRQHVLD��0DNLQ�&RQIXFLDQ�$VVRo
ciation of Indonesia) group. I interviewed the oldest spirit medium in the town, ninety- 
year-old Cung Nyiong Hin (户㔀Ἄ), who became a spirit medium at the age of eighteen. 
Three of the many spirit mediums I interviewed were in their eighties. All recalled seeing 
children play jailangkung from as far back as they could remember and concurred that 
spirit-basket divination only entered temple practice around the late 1960s to 1970s.30 All 
of them named the earliest jailangkungs known to them as Nyian Sai and Khim Sin.31 

Both jailangkungs are no longer in use. I saw a faded photograph of Khim Sin, but I found 
the original Nyian Sai basket in an abandoned temple on Pulau Belitung road.

I interviewed Lai Fo Bao [嫮ᳳᵵ], who had supported Nyian Sai jailangkung from 1981 to 
1994.32 He said that the basket was first possessed in 1965. Its medium, Zhu Miao Jin [㓉 

✱彩], built the temple in 1974. After Zhu died in 1999, the spirit of the basket refused to 
perform with any other medium.

Chin Miau Fuk [揠✱䜧], head of the Singkawang Cap Go Meh parade committee in 2008 
and 2009, had supported the Khim Sin jailangkung from 1971 to 1980.33 )XQJ�-L��QR�&KLo
nese characters) was the medium. According to Chin, Fung had amused himself playing 

jailangkung from the early 1960s. One day in 1968, the possessing spirit announced that 
it was a saint. Evil spirits do possess jailangkung LQ�WKH�SURIDQH�ZRUOG��EXW�RQO\�VDLQWV�SHUo
form in temple divinations.34 Fung consulted Fan Ren Shou [傛᱙⦗@��WKHQ�WKHފ�SRSHދ�RI�
spirit mediums. Fan gave Fung a talisman, and with this in his pocket, Fung summoned 
the spirit to the jailangkung. The spirit took possession of the basket in the presence of 
)DQއV�WDOLVPDQ��WHVWLI\LQJ�LUUHIXWDEO\�WR�LWV�VDLQWOLQHVV�

Chin recalled how in 1975 a spirit medium, proclaiming himself a god incarnate, said that 
a ghost possessed Khim Sin. The spirit medium attacked Khim Sin with a machete, but 
the spirit basket knocked the upstart to the ground.

The Earth Gods of Singkawang
In Singkawang, the spirit mediums and jailangkungs I met were possessed by Malay, 
Dayak, and Chinese tutelary deities (datoks), the cultivated souls of ancient Singkawang 
ascetics.35 All the Chinese jailangkungs ފWROGދ�PH�WKH\�ZHUH�VRXOV�RI�LPPLJUDQWV�ZKR�KDG�
come to Indonesia before the Dutch. I witnessed many jailangkung séances, but space 
constraints allow me to describe only one performance at some length.

The jailangkung of Malay Datok Pak Gani is the oldest ongoing practice in Singkawang. 
3DN�*DQLއV�RULJLQDO�PHGLXP�FKDQQHOHU��/LH�7HFN�3RK�>㓦ⵏᵵ] was in his sixties when I met 
him on July 4, 2009. Old Lie had suffered a stroke that left him with a helpless left arm 
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Figure 3  Portrait of Datok Pak Gani.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

and incoherent speech. His son, Lie Jiu Chuan [㓦㧚㓛@��D�GULQN�DQG�FDNH�YHQGRU��KDV�WDNo
en his place. A relative, Lie Chun Hooi [㓦㎽崡], who had supported the jailangkung for 
Old Lie, continues this duty for Young Lie.

Datok Pak Gani séances take place in a small wood-and-brick temple in Kampong Natuna. 
There is a portrait of the saint in an outdoor shrine in front of the temple. The separate 
accommodation is because Pak Gani is a Muslim spirit, whereas the temple is Daoist. His 
picture shows Pak Gani as a distinguished old man dressed in white, wearing the skull 
cap of a returnee from the pilgrimage to Mecca (Figure 3).

The original Pak Gani basket is about thirty years old and still in use. Made of thin cane, 
the basket measured about 35 centimeters wide at the base. Draped over the basket is a 
VWDLQHG�ZKLWH��RQH�VKRXOGHUHG�VKLUW�ZLWK�$UDELF�VW\OH�FDOOLJUDSK\�ZULWWHQ�RQ�LW��$Q�DVVLVo
tant lit altar candles and burned aromatic resins. He added broken pieces of joss sticks to 
the censer so that smoke billowed out in suffocating clouds, bringing tears to the eyes of 
the eight people crowded around the spirit basket.

The two younger Lies took up the jailangkung by means of sashes tied to the basket base 
(Figure 4). In less than a minute, the basket began to nod, although the handlers held 
VWHDG\��7KH�3DN�*DQL�VSLULW�EDVNHW�ZURWH�DJLWDWHGO\�LQWR�D�VWXGHQWއV�H[HUFLVH�ERRN�XVLQJ�
WKH�EDOOSRLQW�SHQ�SXVKHG�LQWR�WKH�EDVNHW�UHHGV��3DN�*DQL�ZDV�GLVSOHDVHG�ZLWK�WKH�UHG�FDQo
dles on the altar. These were for Chinese gods, whereas he, being Muslim, demanded 
white candles. The session had to wait for the assistant to go on bicycle to buy suitable 
FDQGOHV��:KHQ�DOO�ZDV�LQ�RUGHU��3DN�*DQL�SDWLHQWO\�WRRN�TXHVWLRQV��ZULWLQJ�UHSOLHV�LQ�%Do
KDVD�,QGRQHVLD�LQ�D�OHJLEOH�KDQG��:KHQ�,�DVNHG�3DN�*DQL�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�$UDELF�FDOOLJUDo
phy, the spirit basket obliged (Figure 5). I asked the Datok where he was in relation to the 
basket. Pak Gani replied that he was standing in front of the basket and moving the 
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Figure 4  Datok Pak Gani jailangkung DQVZHUHG�TXHVo
tions by writing into a book. The medium, Li Qiu 
Quan, is hidden in the picture.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

Figure 5 ��ZULWWHQ�E\�3DN�*DQL�WKURXJKދUDELF�VFULSW$ފ
his jailangkung.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

jailangkung with his hands. The spirit basket swayed and bobbed gently in a manner 
seemingly appropriate for a wise old man.

Through the spirit basket, Pak Gani told me that he was Javanese, originally from Gunong 
Kawi Raya in Surabaya (Figure 6���+H�KDG�FRPH�WR�:HVW�.DOLPDQWDQ�LQ�WKH�����V�DQG�UHo
tired as an ascetic to Serasan Island. Pak Gani achieved sainthood in death because of his 
prayers and meditation. He used the jailangkung LQ�RUGHU�WR�SUHVFULEH�PHGLFLQHV�WR�SHRo
ple in need. Pak Gani wrote that he first possessed the jailangkung in 1980 in Jakarta, 
where Old Lie, the original medium/channeler, was working as a spirit medium. One day, 
a friend of Old Lie needed medicine so Old Lie made a jailangkung and invited a spirit 
that knew medicine to possess the basket and write a prescription.
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Figure 6  3DN�*DQL�GHVFULEHV�KLPVHOI�DV2ފ�UDQJ�
-DZDދ��D�-DYDQHVH�

Photograph: Margaret Chan

Datok Pak Gani interrupted the spirit-writing session three times to smoke cigarettes. The 

jailangkung moved automatically to a candle flame to light sticks inserted into the basket 
weave. Surprisingly, the cigarettes burned to stubs, although no one drew on them. Pak 
Gani also drank coffee by dipping the pen into a cup. After a drink, the basket would 
write, staining the pages with coffee. Toward the close of the session, the jailangkung 

asked to write talismans. The jailangkung wrote Arabic-type script on two strips of white 
paper, each about two centimeters wide and six centimeters long. Pak Gani instructed 
that the talismans be burned and the ashes mixed with water, which Old Lie had to drink 
while facing north during the magrib (sunset prayers) hour. Apparently, Younger Li has 
been too busy recently to invite Datok Pak Gani to possess the jailangkung. Pak Gani 
wrote that he did not want to miss a chance to prescribe medicines for his old friend. 
Around 11 a.m., three hours after the start of the session, it was time for Pak Gani to take 
his leave. Datok Pak Gani tossed two sheng bei [Ⓕ㔇] divining blocks placed on the spirit 
EDVNHW��$IWHU�WKUHH�WKURZV��WKH�DQVZHU�ZDVފ�\HVދ�ZKHQ�WKH�EDVNHW�DEUXSWO\�EHFDPH�VWLOO�36

I met two Dayak jailangkungs on July 2, 2009, at a shrine on Ali Anyang road. Both spirit 
baskets were dressed in white shirts trimmed with black. They identified themselves as 
Iban spirits who had come from nearby Kabung Island. One was a vegetarian that drew 
sustenance by pressing its pen into white flowers set before it. The other was a fierce 
spirit that chain-smoked throughout the séance. The medium/channeler, Bhong Ci Thung 
[㨂ⵯ㎷], told me that every Cap Goh Meh he chopped off the head of a rooster so that this 

jailangkung could peck into the bloody neck with its pen.

The most successful jailangkung SUDFWLFH�LQ�6LQJNDZDQJ�ZDV�WKDW�RI�D�WHPSOH�RQ�.DOLPDQo
tan road. On July 1, 2009, I went to the temple and communicated with two jailangkungs. 
Both spirit baskets emphasized that they were possessed by higher Daoist deities, not 
mere local earth gods. The higher standing of the two gods is reflected in their ascetic 
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vegetarian diet, and this is why they chose to communicate through spirit baskets and not 
the bodies of spirit mediums, for the latter were likely to be meat eaters.

The jailangkungs wrote handsome Chinese characters neatly set out in rows. Each spirit 
had a distinctive hand. The jailangkungs PRYHG�LQ�VWDWHO\�PDQQHU��ERZLQJ�RIWHQ�DQG�ZULWo
ing steadily. No one dared to ask for lucky numbers. The jailangkungs became impatient 
ZKHQ�,�DVNHG�WKHP�WR�UHODWH�WKHLU�OLIH�KLVWRULHV��WKH\�VDLG�WKHLU�SXUSRVH�ZDV�WR�JLYH�VSLULo
tual advice and not interviews. Someone asked the jailangkung possessed by Zhi Gao Da 
Wang [ⵯ桰⚿䄣, The High Achieving Emperor] if one in the crowd of onlookers could hold 
it. In reply, the spirit basket scanned the faces of those around the table, turning to me. 
7KH�SHUVRQ�ZKR�VXSSRUWHG�WKH�EDVNHW�\LHOGHG�KLV�SODFH�WR�PH��,�JLQJHUO\�KHOG�RQWR�D�KDQo
dle on the base of the basket when the jailangkung EHJDQ�DJDLQ�WR�ZULWH�DQG�LW�PRYHG�HDVo
ily. I was not able to tell whether the basket moved on its own accord, or whether it was 
the hand of sixty-one-year-old medium/channeler, Ma Guo Hui [栄⒕奋], that wrote.

Jailangkung Involution
I have argued that Nini Thowong is an involution of Chinese spirit-basket divination that 
has now become entirely Indonesian.37 Geertz discussed involution as the tendency to 
embellish cultural items. Over time the ornamentation can be so elaborate it appears to 
be a new artifact, but the original idea remains intact.38 7KH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�WKH�DQWKURSRo
PRUSKLF�EDVNHW�LQWR�D�GROO�LV�LQVWLQFWLYH��DQG�,�LOOXVWUDWH�WKLV�SURFHVV�ZLWK�SLFWRULDO�HYLo
dence. At Guang Hui Gong [ⱻ⥃, Shrine of Boundless Benevolence], Kebumen, the 

jailangkung of Bei Gu Xing Jun [₯❩㎷↳��/DG\�1RUWKHUQ�6WDU�'HLW\@��KDV�D�GROOއV�KHDG��EXW�
underneath the sumptuous red gown I found a basket armature (Figure 7).
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Figure 7  Bei Gu Jailangkung at Kebumen; a basket 
armature is under the gown.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

Figure 8  Bei Gu Jailangkung at Cirebon; there is not 
a basket. Pak Lioe, in white, is the medium.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

At Boen San Tong [㨎⨉▚, Wen Mountain Shrine], Cirebon, the jailangkung, also of Bei 
Gu, had fully evolved into a sculpted wooden image sans basket body (Figure 8���7KH�WHPo
ple people told me that this made a handier jailangkung.

Somewhere between the two developments lies the jailangkungs of Kwan Seng Boen [ἋⒻ 

掓��7KH�)DPHG�6DJH�*XDQ@�WHPSOH�LQ�6HPDUDQJ��6XJLKDUWR�0XO\R�LV�WKH�PHGLXP�FKDQQHOo
er and owner of Kwan Seng Boen. He conducts divination using two jailangkungs��2QH�EHo
longs to Mazu-Guanyin,39 and the other is for Guangong, God of War. Mulyo said that his 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/oxford/fullsizeimage?imageUri=/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935420.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199935420-e-69-graphic-007-full.jpg&uriChapter=/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935420.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199935420-e-69
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/oxford/fullsizeimage?imageUri=/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935420.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199935420-e-69-graphic-008-full.jpg&uriChapter=/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935420.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199935420-e-69


Jailangkung: Indonesian Spirit-Basket Divination

Page 14 of 29

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com).b©bOxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

date: 06 July 2020

Figure 9  The Mazu-Guanyin Jailangkung of Kwan 
Seng Beon. Note the pencil under the hand.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

grandfather had set up the original shrine in 1970. The old man also used two 

jailangkungs��6XJLKDUWRއV�IDWKHU�LQKHULWHG�WKH�VSLULW�EDVNHWV�DQG�WKH�WHPSOH�LQ�������,Q�
1996, a fire at the temple destroyed both original jailangkungs. 6LPLODU�ORRNLQJ�VXEVWLo
WXWHV�ZHUH�PDGH��6XJLKDUWR�LQKHULWHG�WKH�WHPSOH�SUDFWLFH�LQ�������LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�UHSODFHo
ment jailangkungs, beautiful paper-mâché sculptures built over basket armatures (Figure 

9).

Sugiharto believes his grandfather was Hokkien, but he considers himself an indigene 
DQG�KH�VSHDNV�QR�&KLQHVH��+H�VDLG�KH�ZDV�0XVOLP�EXW�VDZ�QR�FRQIOLFW�EHWZHHQ�KLV�SHUo
sonal faith and his Tridharma temple practice. Sugiharto is proud of his work and wanted 
WR�EH�LGHQWLILHG�E\�KLV�QDPH�LQ�P\�UHVHDUFK��+DYLQJ�ZLWQHVVHG�UHOLJLRXV�LQWROHUDQFH�ILUVWo
hand in Indonesia, I worried about the ethics of identifying Sugiharto as Muslim, so I 
SRLQWHGO\�DVNHG�KLP�DJDLQ�LI�,�VKRXOG�JLYH�P\�UHDGHUV�WKLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ��+H�VDLGފ�\HVދ��
Back in Singapore I telephoned him to once again check his decision to be named. He 
VDLGފ�\HVދ�RQFH�PRUH��EXW�VRXQGHG�LUULWDWHG�RQ�WKH�OLQH��DV�LI�,�GRXEWHG�KLV�ZRUGV��+LV�
GDXJKWHU�LV�0XVOLP��KH�SRLQWHG�RXW��DQG�KH�SODQQHG�RQ�KHU�WDNLQJ�RYHU�KLV�WHPSOH�SUDFo
tice.

The Kwan Seng Boen jailangkung divination has been successful enough for Sugiharto to 
build a good-sized temple of zinc, wood, and concrete. The attractive façade, painted fire- 
engine red, made the temple stand out from among the wooden huts clustered around it 
in Gendong Utara village. A wonderland of altars lay within. There were large altars with 
large tables as well as small worship nooks all over the place. Gaudy paintings on the 
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Figure 10  Sugiharto writes using his right hand to 
hold and channel the Guangong Jailangkung.

Photograph: Margaret Chan

walls presented a bewildering spectrum of pre-Islamic Javanese deities and Chinese gods, 
including a giant portrait of the Chinese God of War.

Sugiharto estimates that 80 percent of his clientele are Chinese; the rest are indigenes. 
There is a weekly schedule of divinatory times, but people also come for private one-on- 
one consultations. For questions concerning illnesses, marriage, and love, Mazu-Guanyin 
would be consulted. Guangong is appealed to for inquiries regarding business and work.

When I asked for a spirit-writing consultation, Guangong obliged, but I first had to kneel 
and pray with joss sticks at several altars, in front of the temple, and even at the head of 
the path leading to the temple. After the elaborate preparation, the divination itself was 
anticlimactic (see Figure 10).

Sugiharto sat at a table before a pad of recycled paper printed on one side. In his right 
hand, Sugiharto held the Guangong effigy by its base. The basket swung back and forth, 
writing out answers in blue pencil. There was no way I could tell whether the basket 
PRYHG�DXWRPDWLFDOO\�RU�LI�6XJLKDUWR�ZURWH��*XDQJRQJއV�UHSOLHV�ORRNHG�OLNH�WKH�VFUDZOV�RI�
a one-year-old, so I had to depend entirely on Sugiharto for interpretations. He said that 
he channeled the deities and could hear their voices:

ދ"DV�P\�SUHVHQW�MRE�JRRG�IRU�PH:ފ

HV��)RFXV�RQ�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�WR�GR�DQG�GR�QRW�IULWWHU�HQHUJ\�SXUVXLQJ�RWKHU�LQLWLDo>ފ
WLYHVދ�

Every question triggered vigorous writing. Later when I asked Sugiharto whether evil 
spirits could possess the jailangkungs, he seemed genuinely baffled. He had never 
thought of such a possibility.
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Jailangkung as Anthropological Evidence of the 
Spread of Culture
Research into the world distribution of Chinese spirit-basket divination reveals a trail that 
has run cold. Divination using the ngoc co [beaked basket] was central to Vietnamese Cao 
Dai spiritism, but the practice is proscribed under communism.40 Spirit-basket divination 
must have been popular in Malaysia to be featured in a fictional story about a Hakka 
woman living near Kuala Lumpur in the 1940s,41 but Jean DeBernardi, who researched 
spirit mediumship in Penang in the 1970s, wrote that she had heard of sieve and spirit- 
basket divination but never observed a séance.42 Malaysian independent researcher Lee 
Eng Kew [㓦㧐䆛] told me that he witnessed the game only once. As a child, he watched 
his mother and another woman hold a basket that moved on its own to rap upon a stool.43 

The situation repeats itself in Singapore. There is an account of a 1949s Datok Bakol�
[Deity of the Basket] practice in a popular magazine.44 (OOLRW��ZKR�UHVHDUFKHG�VSLULW�PHGLo
XPVKLS�LQ�6LQJDSRUH�LQ�WKH�����V��GHVFULEHG�EDVNHW�UDSSLQJ�DV�D�PRULEXQG�SUDFWLFH�RI�LOo
literate folk.45 $�����ށ�����UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW�RQ�D�6LQJDSRUH�3HUDQDNDQ�WHPSOH�UHYHDOHG�D�
large basket dressed in a cloak on an altar table. The male medium who had channeled 
the Datuk Bakol had passed away before the time of the research.46

$SSDUHQWO\��LQ�&KLQHVH�GLYLQDWLRQ��WKH�FOXPV\�VSLULW�EDVNHW�KDV�EHHQ�UHSODFHG�E\�WKH�KDQGo
ier fuji triforked branch, or a pen held in the hand of a medium.47 (YHQ�LQ�&KLQD�LW�DSo
pears that spirit-basket divination is a dying tradition. Lin writes of spirit-basket practices 
DW�VHYHQWHHQ�VLWHV�LQ�&KLQD��EXW�KH�SURYLGHV�QR�GDWD�RU�HWKQRJUDSK\�WR�VXSSRUW�WKLV�SURSRo
sition.48 Robert Weller, who researches Chinese popular religion in Taiwan, said he had 
never seen spirit-basket divination.49 7KH�RQO\�FRQWHPSRUDU\�UHSRUW�RQ�VSLULW�EDVNHW�GLYo
ination outside Indonesia comes from Hong Kong.50

This evidence proposes jailangkung DV�D�FXOWXUDO�WUHDVXUH�ODUJHO\�ORVW�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��$Uo
chaeology of the Indonesian everyday reveals that the survival of spirit-basket divination 
owes to its having melded into Malay magic. However, ancient beliefs of magic are now 
under threat.

Nineteenth-century reports of Nini Thowong and lukah gilo FRPSULVH�VLJKWLQJV�RI�ZHOO�GHo
veloped indigenized practices, provide proof that the jailangkung prototype must have 
come to the Malayo-Indonesian region earlier, allowing for involution over time.51 The 
FRQWHPSRUDU\ފ�WKLFNދ�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI jailangkung in this essay show that the practice is 
very much alive in the Indonesian everyday. However, jailangkung and other folk beliefs 
DUH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�EHLQJ�UDWLRQDOL]HG�E\�QRWLRQV�RI�PRGHUQLVP�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�IXQGDPHQWDOo
ism. The attitude is reflected in local scholarship that present Nini Thowong and OXNDK�JLo
lo as pre-Islamic practices now belonging to the secular world of tourism and village 
sports.52 The academic silence on jailangkung transforms the Chinese tradition into an 
2WKHU�WKDW�FDQ�EH�LJQRUHG��7KLV�PRGXV�RSHUDQGLނLJQRULQJ�WKDW�ZKLFK�PD\�QRW�EH�FRXQWHo
QDQFHGނZDV�KRZ�QHZO\�LQGHSHQGHQW�,QGRQHVLD�UHSXGLDWHG�LQGLJHQRXV�DQLPLVP�IRU�PRGo
ernist monotheism.
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Only six institutionalized religions are constitutionally recognized: Islam, Protestantism, 
Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. Denied is the real belief in magic 
embedded in the indigenous psyche and manifested in the Malayo-Indonesian everyday as 
DQ�XQH[SODLQHG�UDPo� �EHKDYLRU�VXFK�DV latah (a startle reaction) and amokދFXOWXUH�ERXQGފ
page), concepts that have entered Western psychiatric vocabulary.53

The rich variety of indigenous faiths has been bundled into one category: Kepercayaan 
Terhadap Tuhan Yang Maha Esa [Beliefs in the Almighty God, Kepercayaan for short],54 a 
misnomer since animist pantheons include good and bad spirits. Kepercayaan believers 
KDG�XQWLO�UHFHQWO\�EHHQ�IRUFHG�WR�OHDYH�EODQN�WKH�VSDFH�IRU�UHOLJLRQ�RQ�WKHLU�QDWLRQDO�LGHQo
tity card (KTP).55 Only on November 7, 2017, did the Constitutional Court rule that 
��PD\�EH�UHFRUGHG�DV�D�UHOLJLRQ�LQ�WKH�.73ދKepercayaanފ

7KH�,QGRQHVLDQ�8ODPD�&RXQFLO��08,���WKH�QDWLRQއV�KLJKHVW�0XVOLP�DXWKRULW\��KDV�FKDOo
lenged this ruling on the basis that beliefs do not constitute religion.56 Whereas members 
of a Kejawen [Javanese indigenous faith] group I worked with from May to December 
2010 in Cilacap proudly declared their faith as preceding any imported religion,57 Anton 
Tabah Digdoyo, a member of the Law Commission of MUI, spoke of the constitutional 
recognition of Kepercayaan as a return to the Stone Age in an era of science.58

7KLV�DUFKDHRORJ\�LQWR�WKH�PDWHULDOLW\�RI�VSLULW�EDVNHW�GLYLQDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�,QGRQHVLDQ�HYHU\o
day reveals how Western concepts, including nationalism and education, have been 
adopted, but the colonial dismissal of the native as primitive is challenged by a penchant 
for scientism that would dismiss indigenous animism as naive. An increasing influential 
theocracy of Middle-Eastern ideation is bent on imposing an austere school of Islam. The 
QHZ�VDQLWL]DWLRQ�RI�LQGLJHQRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�FDQ�RQO\�UHVXOW�LQ�DQ�LPSRYHULVKPHQW�RI�WKH�FXOo
tural world because spirit-basket divination, which dates to the southern Chinese Liu- 
Song [ᾰ⤣����ށ�����&(@�G\QDVW\��ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�ORVW�WR�WKH�ZRUOG�KDG�QRW jailangkung 

found a home in Indonesian folklore.
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Bachtiar, Dinna Olivia, Samuel Rizal, Iqbal Rizantha, and Thomas Y. Nawilis. Indonesia: 
Rexinema, 2003.

M. Sharieffudin A. (director). Penghuni Bangunan Tua [Spirit of the Old Building]. With 
Lenny Marlina, Kiki Sharief, Aries Sharief, Pia Sharief, Fuad Rachman, Ardi Hs, and 
Mathias Agus. Medan: P.T. Surya Indonesia Medan, 1975.

Nayato Fio Nuala (as Chiska Doppert) (director). Tumbal Jailangkung [Jailangkung 
Charm]. With Soraya Larasati, Denny Weller, and Violenzia Jeanette. Indonesia: Batavia 
Pictures, 2011.

Nayato Fio Nuala (as Koya Pagayo) (director). Kalung Jailangkung [Necklace of 
Jailangkung]��(LWK�=DN\�=LPDK��6RUD\D�/DUDVDWL��*KHD�'6އ\DZDO��5R]L�0DKDOL��<HVVD�,RQD�
Gaffar, Raymon Knuliqh, and Munajat Raditya. Indonesia: BIC Productions, 2011.

Poernomo, David (director). Kutukan Suster Ngesot [Curse of Sister Ngesot]��:LWK�5XVo
tam Anwar, Celine Evangelista, and Fanny Ghassani. Indonesia: Imagine Pictures, 2009.
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Poernomo, Jose, and Rizal Mantovani (directors). Jailangkung. Eith Amanda Rawles, Jefri 
1LFKRO��+DQQDK�$O�5DVKLG��DQG�*DEULHOOD�4XLQO\Q��,QGRQHVLD��6FUHHQSOD\�)LOPV�DQG�/HJDo
cy Pictures, 2017.

Rizal, Mantovani, and Poernomo (directors). Jelangkung [The Uninvited]. With Winky 
Wiryawan, Melanie Aryanto, Rony Dozer, and Harry Panca. Indonesia: Rexinema, 2001.

Westi, Viva (director). Suster N [Sister N], with Atiqah Hasiholan, Wulan Guritno, and Bob 
Seven. Indonesia: Virgo Putra Film, 2007.

Witanto, Rudi (director). Ghost Jailangkung��ZLWK�+HVVHO�6WHYHQ��$QQHNH�-RH\��7\DV�0Lo
rasik, and Ronal Gustaf. Indonesia: MD Entertainment, 2007.

Notes:

(1) This research was supported by the Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) Academic 
Research Fund (AcRF) Tier 1 grant. I thank the anonymous reviewer whose careful notes 
were most useful. It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help of friends: Ardian Cangianto, 
Pui Khian Fung, Susi Wu, Chin Miau Fuk, and Linda Harsini. I remember my brothers in 
Dao,Victor Yue and Ronni Pinsler, for their encouragement. Love and thanks to my son 
Jonathan Chan for accompanying me to Singkawang in 2009.

(2) For a discussion on Peranakans in Singapore, see 0DUN�5DYLQGHU�)URVW7ފ��UDQVFXOWXUDO�
'LDVSRUD��7KH�6WUDLWV�&KLQHVH�LQ�6LQJDSRUH������VLD�5HVHDUFK�,QVWLWXWH��:RUNo$ ދ�����ށ
ing Paper Series 10 (August 2003).

(3) Hantus are evil spirits. Djinns are benign but can be mischievous. Cheryl L. Nicholas, 

RQ'�,ފW�%HOLHYH�LQ�+DQWX��*KRVWV���%XW�7KH\�'R�([LVW��0DOD\�6\QFUHWLF�7DON�LQ�,QWHUDFo
WLRQދ� Qualitative Research Reports in Communication ����QR����������� discusses ,��ށ���
the acceptance, even among the educated, of a spirit cosmos in the Malay everyday.

(4) A doll built upon a basket armature; 0DUJDUHW�&KDQ7ފ��KH�6LQRSKRQH�5RRWV�RI�-Do
YDQHVH�1LQL�7RZRQJދ� Asian Ethnology ������������.���ށ�

(5) Desfiarni, Tari Lukah Gilo Sebagai Rekaman Budaya Minangkabau pra Islam: Dari 
Magis Ke Pertunjukan Sekuler [The Dance of the Mad Fish-Trap as Cultural Tradition of 
pre-Islamic Minangkabau] (Jogjakarta: Kalika, 2004); +LGD\DW�1��5DKPDWފ��.HVHQLDQ�
/XNDK�*LOR�GL�0DV\DUDNDW�,;�.RWR�6XQJDL�/DVL7<�ދKH�$UW�RI�WKH�0DG�)LVK�7UDS�RI�WKH�&RPo
munity of IX Koto Sungai Lasi], unpublished diploma thesis, Universitas Andalas, Padang, 
Sumatra (2016).

(6) 5RVWD�0LQDZDWL�'HVPLDWL�DQG�6XKHUQLފ��)HQRPHQD�3HUWXQMXNDQ�/XNDK�*LOR�SDGD�
0DV\DUDNDW�6DEDN�$XK��6LDN7<�ދKH�3KHQRPHQRQ�RI�WKH�0DG�)LVK�7UDS�LQ�WKH�&RPPXQLW\�
of Sabak Auh, Siak], Bercadik ���QR�����������.���ށ����

(7) )HEUL\DQWLފ��.HUDQMDQJ�*LOD�'XVXQ�(PSHK7<�ދKH�0DG�%DVNHW�RI�(PSHK�9LOODJH@� Tempo, 
Intermezzo section (January 25, 2009): 60, describes jailangkung by another name.
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(8) I know only one study of the distribution of a game (in this case mankala, the game 
where players take turns to distribute stones into an array of holes) as trace of cultural 
connections: :��0��-��YDQ�%LQVEHUJHQ5ފ��HWKLQNLQJ�$IULFD
V�&RQWULEXWLRQ�WR�*OREDO�&XOWXUDO�
History: Lessons from a Comparative Historical Analysis of Mankala Board-Games and 
*HRPDQWLF�'LYLQDWLRQދ� Talanta ������������ށ��������� There is the International .���ށ
Journal for the Study of Board Games, a somewhat obscure online journal, https:// 
web.archive.org/web/20120327131107/http://www.boardgamestudies.info:80/studies/�
accessed on April 6, 2018. Elliott Morton Avedon and Brian Sutton-Smith, The Study of 
Games (New York: Columbia University, 1971) on Internet Archive https://archive.org/ 
stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.112077/2015.112077.The-Study-Of-Games_djvu.txt, accessed on 
April 6, 2018, is an anthropological study of play.

(9) :HL�SDQJ�&KDR7ފ��KH�2ULJLQ�DQG�*URZWK�RI�WKH�)X�&KLދ� Folklore Studies ����������� ށ
27; :HL�SDQJ�&KDRފ��*DPHV�DW�WKH�0LG�$XWXPQ�)HVWLYDO�LQ�.XDQJWXQJދ� Folklore Studies 

���QR������������Jan Jakob Maria de Groot, 7KH�5HOLJLRXV�6\VWHP�RI�&KLQD ;��ށ���,WV�$Qo
FLHQW�)RUPV��(YROXWLRQ��+LVWRU\�DQG�3UHVHQW�$VSHFW��0DQQHUV��&XVWRPV�DQG�6RFLDO�,QVWLWXo
tions Connected Therewith, VI, Book II���/HLGHQ��%ULOO���������SSށ���������; Qin Ying, 
��SDSHU�SUHVHQWHG�DW�WKH�$PHULFDQ�$VVRFLDWLRQދ�\7KH�3XUSOH�/DG\�DQG�%OHVVLQJV�RI�)HUWLOLWފ
IRU�&KLQHVH�6WXGLHV��$$&6����QG�&RQIHUHQFH�RQ�2FWREHU�����������:DNH�)RUHVW�8QLYHUVLo
ty, North Carolina. Chinese sources include Xiaoshu Zhang [Ⲹ㏫侪@ފ��<LQJ�=LJX�<L�6X�4L�
<XDQ�;LQ�/XQދ�>嵦䫃❩ᵯ嬏㰨㍈奒��$�1HZ�6WXG\�LQWR�WKH�2ULJLQ�RI�WKH�&XVWRP�RI�:HOFRPo
ing Zigu], Zhong Nan Min Zu Xue Yuan Xue Bao, Ren Wen Du Hui Ke Xue Ban [ᯅ⃯㦩㍧⣾ 

揺⣾〽,�᱒㌟㓴Ჲ䝩⣾㿠], Journal of South Central University for Nationalities, Humanities 
and Social Sciences ����QR�����-XO\������� ,[䫃❩] ދLJX=ފ����HG��Bingan Wu [ᯤ᮱⤡@ ;��ށ���
Zhong Guo Min Jian Shen Pu [ᯅ⒕㦩掌䛶姉�Chinese Folk Theogony] (Shenyang [㨠揋]: 
Liaoning Ren Min Chu Ban She [嵕⤙᱒㦩ᾒ㿠䛖, Liaoning People's Publishing Agency], 
������ދ�䫃❩ᵹᲈ㫙ⅰ䖬䠎ފ<�ދLJX�;LQ�<DQJ�/LX�%LDQ�<DQ�-LX=ފ��@⥤and Ji-fu Lin [㔯䱿 ;���ށ����
 Changjiang Da Xue Xue Bao, She Hui Ke Xue Ban [挗㧷⚿⣾ �@ދ2Q�&KDQJHV�LQ�=LJX�%HOLHIފ

⣾〽,䛖Ჲ䝩⣾㿠, Journal of Yangtze University, Social Sciences] 31, no. 1 (February 2008): 
.��ށ�

(10) 0DUJDUHW�&KDQފ��%RGLHV�IRU�WKH�*RGV��,PDJH�:RUVKLS�LQ�&KLQHVH�3RSXODU�5HOLJLRQދ��,Q�
Julius Bautista (ed.), The Spirit of Things: Materiality and Religious Diversity in Southeast 
Asia�����>WKDFD��1,�����ށ��&RUQHOO�6RXWKHDVW�$VLD�3URJUDP�3XEOLFDWLRQV������.

(11) See, for example, *HRIIUH\�$UQRWWފ��&RVFLQRPDQF\�LQ�7KHRFULWXV�DQG�.D]DQW]DNLVދ� 
Mnemosyne��)RXUWK�6HULHV�����QR�����������.��ށ���

(12) /LVD�2YHUKROW]HU�DQG�&\QWKLD�5RELQ7ފ��KH�0DWHULDOLW\�RI�(YHU\GD\�/LIH��$Q�,QWURGXFo
WLRQދ� Archeological Papers of the American Anthropological Association 26, no. 1 (2015): 
�ށ�.

(13) $ODVWDLU�2ZHQV��1LJHO�-HIIULHV��5XSHUW�)HDWKHUE\��DQG�.DUHQ�:HKQHUފ��)URP�WKH�8Qo
XVXDO�WR�WKH�%DQDO��7KH�$UFKDHRORJ\�RI�(YHU\GD\�/LIH�LQ�9LFWRULDQ�/RQGRQދ� Museum of 
London Archaeology, Research Matters 4 (May 2010).
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(14) In all the jailangkung performances I witnessed, the players were men.

(15) BangkaBelitung123, 5ފLWXDO�-DLODQJNXQJ�7LRQJKRD�%DQJND�%HOLWXQJނ&X�6L�
3DNދ�>Jailangkung 5LWXDO�RI�WKH�&KLQHVH�&RPPXQLW\�RI�%DQJND�%HOLWXQJ3ނLJ�'XQJ�$XQo
ty], http://babel123.com/ritual-jailangkung-tionghoa-bangka-belitung-cu-si-pak-me.html, 
accessed on June 8, 2017. Mary F. Somers Heidhues, %DQJND�7LQ�DQG�0HQWRN�3HSSHU��&KLo
nese Settlement on an Indonesian Island (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 
1992), reports on the Chinese community on the islands.

(16��+DNND�LQIRUPDQWV�IURP�6LQJNDZDQJ�VD\�WKH�WUDQVOLWHUDWLRQ�UHVHPEOHV�WKHLU�YHUQDFXo
lar.

(17) See, for example, John M. Echols and Hassan Shadily, in John U. Wolff and James T. 
Collins (eds.), An Indonesian-English Dictionary. Third Edition, rev. (1961, Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1989), p. 231; Alan M. Stevens and A. Ed. Schmidgall-Tellings, A 
Comprehensive Indonesian-English Dictionary (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2004), p. 
405; Sutanto Atmosumarto, A Learner's Comprehensive Dictionary of Indonesia (Harrow, 
UK: Atma Stanton, 2004), p. 197.

(18) Cangianto, a resident of Bogor, is named because he is regarded as an authority on 
Chinese ritual and values his social position. For the same reason, with the exception of 
��DOO�RWKHU�LQIRUPDQWV�DVNHG�WR�EH�QDPHGދ�\HG+ފ

(19) Endraswara Suwardi, 'XQLD�+DQWX�2UDQJ�-DZD��$ODP�0LVWHUL��0DJLV��GDQ�)DQWDVL�.Ho
jawen >7KH�:RUOG�RI�*KRXOV��0\VWHU\��0DJLF�DQG�)DQWDV\�LQ�WKH�-DYDQHVH�7UDGLWLRQ@��-RJo
jakarta: Narasi, 2004).

(20) See, for example, 6XSDUPDQ�)DQDފ��*DUD�*DUD�-HODQJNXQJ�����0XULG�6'�.HVXUXSDQ�
0DVDO0<�ދDVV�7UDQFH�,QYROYLQJ����6FKRROFKLOGUHQ�RQ�$FFRXQW�RI Jelangkung Haunting], 
Berita Satu, Thursday, September 4, 2014, http://www.beritasatu.com/aktualitas/207486- 
garagara-jelangkung-25-murid-sd-kesurupan-masal.html, accessed on March 19, 2018.

(21) The earliest jailangkung movie I know of is Penghuni Bangunan Tua [Spirit of the Old 
Building]��ZLWK�/HQQ\�0DUOLQD��.LNL�6KDULHI��$ULHV�6KDULHI��3LD�6KDULHI��)XDG�5DFKPDQ��$Uo
di Hs, and Mathias Agus. Directed by M. Sharieffudin A. (Medan: P.T. Surya Indonesia 
Medan, 1975). The post-New Order box office smash hit was Jelangkung [The Uninvited], 
with Winky Wiryawan, Melanie Aryanto, Rony Dozer, and Harry Panca. Directed by Rizal 
Mantovani and Poernomo (Indonesia: Rexinema, 2001). Later jailangkung movies include 

Tusuk Jailangkung [Jailangkung Magic] with Ian Bachtiar, Dinna Olivia, Samuel Rizal, 
Iqbal Rizantha, and Thomas Y. Nawilis. Directed by Dimas Djayadiningrat (Indonesia: 
Rexinema, 2003); Jailangkung Pembangkit Mayat [Jailangkung of the Risen Dead], with 
Ary Sudarsono, Putri Rizky, Shinta Putri, Rimarsha, and Lulu Zakaria. Directed by Harry 
Dagoe (Indonesia: Multivision Plus, n.d.); Ghost Jailangkung, with Hessel Steven, Anneke 
-RH\��7\DV�0LUDVLN��DQG�5RQDO�*XVWDI��'LUHFWHG�E\�5XGL�:LWDQWR��,QGRQHVLD��0'�(QWHUWDLQo
ment, 2007); Jailangkung 3 ZLWK�0LWKD�*ULVHOGD��$QGUHZ�5��5R[EXUJK��DQG�0��5H]D�3DKOHo
vi. Directed by Angga Dwimas Sasongko (Indonesia: Rexinema, 2007); Tumbal 
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Jailangkung [Jailangkung Charm], with Soraya Larasati, Denny Weller, and Violenzia 
Jeanette. Directed by Nayato Fio Nuala (as Chiska Doppert) (Indonesia: Batavia Pictures, 
2011); Kalung Jailangkung [Necklace of Jailangkung], with Zaky Zimah, Soraya Larasati, 
Ghea D'Syawal, Rozi Mahali, Yessa Iona Gaffar, Raymon Knuliqh, and Munajat Raditya. 
Directed by Nayato Fio Nuala (as Koya Pagayo) (Indonesia: BIC Productions, 2011); 
Jailangkung with Amanda Rawles, Jefri Nichol, Hannah Al Rashid, and Gabriella Quinlyn. 
Directed by Jose Poernomo and Rizal Mantovani (Indonesia: Screenplay Films and Legacy 
Pictures, 2017).

(22) 6HWLDZDQ�+HUVULފ��$UW�DQG�(QWHUWDLQPHQW�LQ�WKH�1HZ�2UGHU
V�-DLOVދ��WUDQV��DQG�LQWUR��
Keith Foulcher, Indonesia ����$SULO�������.��ށ��

(23) Ibid., p. 9.

(24) Suster Ngesot [Sister Ngesot]��ZLWK�1LD�5DPDGKDQL��0LNH�/HZLV��DQG�'RQLWD��'LUHFWo
ed by Arie Azis (Indonesia: MD Pictures, 2007); Suster N [Sister N]��ZLWK�$WLTDK�+DVLo
holan, Wulan Guritno, and Bob Seven. Directed by Viva Westi (Indonesia: Virgo Putra 
Film, 2007); Kutukan Suster Ngesot [Curse of Sister Ngesot], with Rustam Anwar, Celine 
(YDQJHOLVWD��DQG�)DQQ\�*KDVVDQL��'LUHFWHG�E\�'DYLG�3RHUQRPR��,QGRQHVLD��,PDJLQH�3LFo
tures, 2009).

(25) Accounts of spirit possession through jailangkung can be found in Robert L. Peterson, 
The Demon Gods of Thorny River (London: Overseas Missionary Fellowship, OMF Books, 
�������SSށ������, also 8UD\�5RQDOGފ��Dibalik Kesaktian-nya, Tatung juga Manusiaފ<�ދ%Ho
KLQG�WKH�0DJLF��WKH�7DWXQJ�,V�$OVR�+XPDQދ@� Pontianak Post, Potret Kehidupan >/LIH�3RUo
trait] (February 23, 2008): 6. Also on the Kanz Makhfiy website, June 22, 2008. http:// 
kanzmakhfiy.blogspot.sg/2008/06/di-balik-kesaktian-nya-tatung-juga.html��DFFHVVHG�RQ�-Xo
ly 2, 2017.

(26) Mary Somers Heidhues, *ROGGLJJHUV��)DUPHUV��DQG�7UDGHUV�LQ�WKHފ�&KLQHVH�'LVWULFWVދ�
of West Kalimantan, Indonesia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications, 
2003); Bingling Yuan, Chinese Democracies: A Study of the Kongsis of West Borneo 
 ,Leiden: Research School of Asian, African and Amerindian Studies, CNWS) �����ށ�����
Universiteit Leiden, 2000). The latest population figure I have for Singkawang is 218,845 
in 2011, Kementerian Dalam Nergeri, Kabupaten Kota Singkawang [Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, Regency of Singkawang City], 2018, http://www.kemendagri.go.id/pages/profil- 
daerah/kabupaten/id/61/name/kalimantan-barat/detail/6172/kota-singkawang, accessed 
on March 18, 2018.

(27��,Q�������WKH�&KDS�*RK�0HK�SDUDGH�,�ZLWQHVVHG�IHDWXUHG�PRUH�WKDQ�����VSLULWށPHGLo
ums: 0DUJDUHW�&KDQފ��&KLQHVH�1HZ�<HDU�LQ�:HVW�.DOLPDQWDQ��5LWXDO�7KHDWUH�DQG�3ROLWLFDO�
&LUFXVދ� Chinese Southern Diaspora Studies �&6'6������������ In 2017, 565 .���ށ����
spirit mediums were featured in the parade; see 0XKDPPDG�,U]DO�$GLNXUQLDފ��:DK������
7DWXQJ�.HEDO�%HQGD�7DMDP�0HULDKNDQ�&DS�*R�0HK�6LQJNDZDQJދ�>:RZ������6SLULW�0HGLo
ums Braved Sharp Instruments to Celebrate Cap Goh Meh Singkawang], Kompas.com, 
February 11, 2017, http://travel.kompas.com/read/2017/02/11/113450327/wah. 
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565.tatung.kebal.benda.tajam.meriahkan.cap.go.meh.singkawang, accessed on June 12, 
2017.

(28) There are two films of the Singkawang Chap Goh Meh parade: /LP�%XL�6LQ3ފ��HUo
D\DDQ�&DS�*R�0HK�'L�.OHQWHQJ�%XGL�'DUPD�6LQJNDZDQJ�.DOLPDQWDQދ�>&DS�*RK�0HK�3Do
rade at the Budi Dharma Temple], February 10, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch? 

v=zp14nXtNdlo; and 5ފLWXDO�-HODQJNXQJ�&DS�*R�0HK�'L�.RWD�6LQJNDZDQJނ.DOLPDQWDQ�
%DUDWދ� https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ADbt5B_WhA. Both films were published on 
February 12, 2017, and accessed on March 19, 2018.

(29) Personal interview with Chet Ket Khiong in Singkawang conducted in Mandarin and 
Bahasa Indonesia on June 30, 2009.

(30) This was when Chap Goh Meh parades began to be organized in Singkawang. See 

&KDQފ��&KLQHVH�1HZ�<HDU�LQ�:HVW�.DOLPDQWDQ(2009) ދ.

(31) None of my informants knew the Chinese characters for the two names. I guess 
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