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Chapter One
Rites before the Funeral
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Rites play a fundamental part in traditional
Chinese culture. People use rites to regulate daily
speech and behavior, or even life and death. Thus
a set of rigorously stylized ceremony was formed.

Rites before the funeral involve preliminary
treatments of corpses and the announcing of
death, within which people’s belief in death is
reflected.
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Section One Confirmation of Death

and Calling Back of Spirits
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o Confirmation of Death with Silk Floss
In traditional Chinese society, people be-
gin to prepare for the funeral when their fami-
ly members or the elders are sick into death.
They first clean up both inside and outside of
the house, and remove recreational facilities
such as instruments in order to create a tidy
and solemn atmosphere. They move the body
from the bedroom to the hall in the main room
immediately after death, providing a right
place for the dead, and then put on new
clothes for the dead. If the man was an official
during lifetime, he should be put on new
bright court dress to enter the nether world de-
cently. While waiting aside, the family mem-
bers should keep absolute silence and should
not make loud noises or even cry so as not to
disturb the deceased and to let them pass away
peacefully. What they should pay special at-
tention to is that the male should not die with

and vice versa.

his hands in the female’ s,
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That is to say, when a man ceases his last
breath, his wife and daughter should not hold
his hands; in case of a female, her husband and
son should not hold her hands. Otherwise it
will be considered ominous and likely to bring
evil.

When family members or the elders have
passed away, it is crucial to confirm whether
they have died. There is a simple way that usu-
ally a little silk floss would be put between the
man’ s nose and mouth, and whether the silk
floss moves can help to decide if the man has
really died. This is the so-called confirmation
of death with silk floss. If the silk floss does
not move, it shows the man has died, and then

a ceremony will be held to call back his soul.

@ caliing the Soul Back
Calling the soul back is a ceremony try-

ing to call the souls of the dead back when
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they have just died, which is meant to ask
them to stay in this world. According to an-
cient people, when people had just died, their
spirits stayed near the body. So there was pos-
sibility to call their spirits back to their bodies
and bring them back to life through certain
ceremonies. Thus the ceremony of calling the
soul back appeared.

The ceremony of calling the soul back
was recorded in detail in The Book of Rites.
When a man died, the person who presides
over the ceremony will climb up the roof and
hold the dead one’s clothes in his hand while
yelling towards the north which symbolizes
the nether world, “You’re expected to come
back!” If the dead is a male,

name; in case of a female, they call her formal

they call his

name. After doing this for three times, they
roll up the clothes and throw down to the
house where there is a servant waiting to catch
the clothes with a box, who will then get into
the house, take out the clothes and cover them
over the body. People believed that clothes
that had been worn would smell of people’s
body odor, which connected both human body
and breath. Thus the soul would be attracted
and get into the clothes following the familiar
smell or shape. The box was a closed space

which could seal the soul inside together with
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the clothes. Therefore, it was believed that
when they got back to the house and covered
the clothes over the body, the soul would return
to the body and bring the dead back to life.

The custom of calling the soul back pre-
vailed in the Qin and Han dynasties, and has
been handed down till now afterwards. Its
form and tools have changed since modern
times when people began to use long narrow
The flags softly

drift about in the wind, looking quite ethereal.

flags to call back the soul.

Seeing this, the soul will move towards the
waving flag. Generally, the long narrow flags
are about ten to thirteen meters high, and vary
in color and shape according to the region and
nationality. For example, the flag color of
Manchuria Bannermen depends upon which
banner the dead and their family belong to.
The shape of the flag, which is similar to those
used in traditional operas, has soft pieces em-
broidered with satin in the middle, and on the
flag there is an embroidered golden dragon
and the pattern of drooping colored ball on its
edges. This kind of flags is commonly called
“Dulu flag” .

about 3.3 meters long, with the top in shape of

There is another kind of flag of
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a lotus leaf, the bottom sagged with a large
and wide ribbon embroidered with a red
python, and the middle inlaid with floss as its
waist. Besides, on the top of the flag hang two
narrow strips of cloth. The pole of the flag is
erected high and inserted in the center of a
shelf painted red. In addition, there is a
so-called “title flag” , which is embroidered
with the memorial tablet of the dead instead of
a piece of embroidered cloth. According to
legends that prevailed among ancients, spirits
of the dead would attach to the spirit tablet af-
ter calling back the soul. There are rope loops
for bars to go through at the base of the flag so
as to be lifted by bearers guiding in the front of
the funeral procession. The flags are usually
erected outside the second door following the
principle of “left for the male and right for the
female” : if the dead is male, the flag should
be erected on the left side;

should be on the right side.

if a female, it

Among numerous minorities in China,
there also exist similar ceremonies of calling
the soul back, most of which are held when
the body are still on the bed, while some are
conducted at the funeral. Take the Baz Nation-
ality living in Bijiang region of Tongren City,

Guizhou Province as an example. If a family
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F—FOZATFLIL

R8T, TaERE
FHABERNAER
B A L AR, X
i AR — Ko R4,
MIETR EETRB N EE
%K. BIETHSS
ke, FIEHRBALZR
RFNPRFBIN EH—
IRz A “BHEE" %N
EETRBNGER, M2
FLETIREANE, ]
L ek, BREE
F R TR R
Mz b, BN TERLE
FINARE, MUETHE
IR BIIRIEE, &
RAHE 5 SH1T. WEH—
fRELEERE B 1M
SNE, BREBEEXENR
W EEIMRZ B, B
NN ZE D, R2
T, M ENEL,
APEXZHIBRE
R, MEFAEEUNIBH
=, XEMARBIE
EPE#HTT, BHFEAEEX
FWR T, EFTRMEALC
TEIHXEK, KP
WREFAEZMY, HRE



e-.{ Chinese Folklore Culture Series:Funeral

FERBEXTLAR L

the

flamen presiding over the funeral, to host the

member died, they would invite Sixient,

soul-calling ceremony. A cock is killed and put
in the dead one’s arms for one or two hours.
Then the cock will be roasted with fire and
hung on the beam above the head of the body
in a sack together with a bowl of steamed rice.
At this moment, the Sixieni makes sacrifice
while saying, “Have it with your dead father,
and have it with your dead mother. We feel sad
that you can’t have it with us living. Wish you
can protect us as well as our crops and live-
stock in the nether world.” In other minority
regions such as the Tibetan, the Mongolian,
and the Nahki, lamas will be invited. The mi-
norities in the northeast region of China will

invite shamans to hold the ceremony.

If the dead cannot revive after the calling
back ceremony, it can be confirmed that the
dead have gone forever, and the funeral will be

arranged formally.
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Section Two Announcing of Death

and Hastening for Funeral
FoF RKEREHK

o Announcing of Death

If a person died, the news should be pub-
licized at once by his family members, which

is known as the announcing of death.

In ancient times, the procedure of an-
nouncing of death varied according to differ-
ent identities and ranks. - When the emperor
died, the court would send a special envoy to
inform all the feudal princes and his people. If
it was a minister that passed away, his family
members should report to the emperor and the
court at first. In case of common people, their
family members should inform their friends
and relatives as well as neighbors right away.
There were cases that the deaths of emperors
were concealed, which mostly appeared in
times of political unrest.

The announcing of death covers the
name, life events and detailed time of birth
and death of the dead, the date of the funeral

as well as the date and place of interment, so
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that friends and relatives can attend the memo-
rial ceremony and be in mourning in time.
Generally speaking, announcing of death
can be carried out orally or through obituary.
Oral announcing is mainly adopted among
civilians. Since Tang and Song dynasties, set-
ting off firecrackers has prevailed as a way to
announce the death. Oral announcing should
be conducted by the son of the dead one (the
dutiful son) personally, all the more so to close
relatives and those of special relations, other-
wise it will be considered short of etiquette
which draws interrogation. Before setting out
for the announcing, the son should first get
dressed in mourning or wear a mourning cap
and waistband. When arriving at the houses of
friends and relatives, he should not enter the
door; if anybody comes out to meet him, he
should kowtow to that person regardless of his
seniority. Obituary is less applied unless to
friends and relatives of special relationship or
of great importance. Different places have dif-
ferent ways of announcing death. In Guangxi
area, traditionally people set off firecrackers
for three times to announce the death, which is
known as the “announcing firecrackers” .
Then they send somebody to inform friends
and relatives. In places at the dead one’ s home,

a flag made with white paper will be erected in
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front of the gate as a sign of death in the fami-
ly. In other places, the one who informs the
death should not enter the doors of friends and
relatives’ houses directly. Instead, they should
wait at the door and call people inside, who
will fetch a shovel of fire ashes and spread
them outside the gate. Until then they may en-
ter the house. This practice is said to exorcise
evil spirits. There are still other places where
the rules are very strict. If a man died, the an-
nouncing should be made by his nephew in the
clan; if it is a woman, her son and daughter
should be the one to inform her mother’ s
family. They should wrap white cloth on the
head, wear bamboo caps and take white towels
in hand. After telling their grandmother’s fam-
ily about the death in tears while kneeling
down, they should get back right away. When
people from their grandmother’s family who
come to attend the funeral get to the entrance
of village, they should kneel down at the road
junction at the edge of the village, wail about
the sorrow of losing their mother and show
thankfulness for their coming despite hard-
ships on the way. Then they give them each a
piece of white cloth, which is called the “filial
cloth” . In the Northeast region, slips of paper
hung outside the gate are generally used for

announcing death. The number of the slips de-
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