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Regional Difference and Historical Change in Chinese Funeral Rites:
The Inheritance and Transformation of Tradition

Chinese funeral rites originate from those described in classical texts of the pre-Qin period,
notably Yili (Book of Ritual) and Liji (Record of Rites), and in modern times, the simplified version
of classical rites, JiaLi (Family Rituals) by Zhu Xi, became the norm among high-ranking officials.
However, the common people have not necessarily obeyed this norm, and nonstandard regional
customs have prevailed.

In this thesis | present the information gained from around 1,300 contemporary Difangzhi (local
county records) in the form of folkloric maps, and discuss the historical change of funeral rites. This
methodology supposes that spatial variations reflect historical change. In the discussion I also refer
to such written sources as old Difangzhi, note-form literature and vernacular plays.

Particularly significant is the geographical North vs. South contrast appearing in the maps of
chuan shouyi (wearing the death garment), mai shui (purchasing water), jing mian (purifying the
face), and bao miao (reporting to a temple). I typologized the former three customs in terms of the
relative time order, and argue for their relations with a classical rite muyu (bathing the death). As for
bao miao, I propose a hypothesis that it may originate from the classical rite zhao hun (invocating
the dead), and speculate the process of change by referring to the maps as well as written texts.

Traditional funerals are less common today. However, my field research carried out in the rural
areas of North Jiangsu has revealed that they are still being practiced. The funeral customs have
undergone significant changes compared to the traditional versions. Nevertheless the local

descendants are making efforts to preserve their own culture.
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