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The Origin and Development of Releasing Water Lanterns

Jiang Shoucheng
School of Philosophy, Renmin University of China, Beijing 100872, China

Abstract: Releasing water lanterns is a very popular religious ritual and folk activity in modern Chinese society. This
is intended to illuminate the secluded road, greet and guide the underwater souls of those drowned in rivers, lakes and seas,
and also serves to avert disasters, pray for happiness, and worship water gods. Releasing water lanterns first appeared in
the Northern Song Dynasty, and was observed on Mid-Autumn Festival nights to pray for happiness and ward off disasters,
constituting part of the festival ritual. Later in the civil society, with the infiltration and spread of the belief of offering food
to all in need and relieving dead souls, the concept of releasing water lanterns to guide the drowned souls was continuously
strengthened, and then became a religious ceremony held at the Taoist Pu-du Ritual and the Buddhist Ullambana Celebration
Festival, and then evolved into an important part of the folk activities of the Zhongyuan Festival. In the Qing Dynasty, the
custom of releasing water lanterns was prevalent in Taiwan, and lanterns must be released before the universal salvation at
the Zhongyuan Festival by adopting the ritual practice of Buddhism and Taoism, highlighting the perfect combination of
secularity and holiness.

Key words: releasing water lanterns; offer food to lonely souls; Taiwan in the Qing Dynasty
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