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Ritual Costumes for Music and Dance Worn Through the

Ages in the Official Ceremony to Confucius

by
Dr.Wang Yu-ching

Abstract

Ever since the year 195 BC, during the reigh of the first Han dynasty
emperor Kao-ti, the rituals conducted by the state have always included
aceremony performed in homage of Confucius. With little change, this
ceremony hasbeen passed down from emperor to emperor, dynasty to
dynasty, and state to state over all these centuries, even up to the present
day. Both central and local governments have placed great emphasis on
its ritualsignificance, so much so that in antiquity, the emperor often per-
sonally served as the conductor. The solemn performances of ritualmusic
and dance that accompanied the ceremony involved specific guidelines
for the types of costumes to be worn. Unfortunately, overcenturies of civil
and foreign wars in China, the related texts and records have either been
scattered or allbut lost. Thus, the present study represents an effort not
attempted before; it is a search for and study of more than a hundred
sources on the subject of ceremonial attire for the ritual in honor of

Confucius.

One aspect of this study worthy of special attention relates to the

fact that the ancient Chinese system of “state urle based on ceremony
or the observance ofritual is similar to our present one of  “rule based

on law. " Ruling on ceremony involved the self-cultivation of knowl-

edge and respect within each individual. Having become aware of good
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and bad, the individual thereby feels compelled to humble himself to the
guidelines set up for the greater good of the community. A government
administration that uses punishment and fines as means for upholding the
law, however, only serves to intimidate members of society by creating
the negative obstacle of fear. The result is that such uncultivated
individuals will always find a way to bend or circumvent the laws and
rules that bind society together.Not surprisingly, many ancient texts on
this subject give an ominous warning that “The day when a person has
no ceremony or sense for ritual and propriety is the day when his hu-
manity perishes.” This typically Confucian idea is actually one that was
passed down from high antiquity, but it was Confucius who first adopted
and synthesized it into his own thought. Of course, this does not mean
that society should be without laws or can stand on ceremony or rituai
alone, but what it does suggest is that “ceremony” ritual, or a sense of
propriety and “law”  shoud go hand-in-hand in playing reciprocal roles
for furthering peace and harmony in life and society to be shared by all.
Since the Confucianculture of “state rule based on ceremony”  has
been actively promoted in China for more than2,000 years, the ceremony

in homage of Confucius has always been emphasized.

The present study is not merely confined to a study of the
appearance and development of ceremonial costume, but more import-
antly extends to our present form of democratic rule that advocates self
—restrain in observing rules and educating the individual on the guidelines
of society. At the same time, the contents of the present study may also
bring about a greater interest in the history of Chinese clothing and, by
extension,traditional Chinese cluture itself. Perhaps it will also serve as
a springboard of inspiration in the world of modernfashion for new ideas

from the past.
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