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Parents’ Death is Children’s Sin?:
Death, Rituals and Filiality in the Shuyi texts of
Dunhuang Manuscripts

Masaru Ikezawa

This paper discusses the funeral ritual prescribed in the Dunhuang Shuyi
texts. The Shuyi texts are manuals for writing letters, but some of them
include the prescriptions for marriage ceremonies or funerals. Though lots
of Shuyi texts were published between the Six-Dynasty and Northern Song
periods (the third to tenth centuries), most of them were scattered and lost.
Fortunately, some of them, which were published in the Tang and Five-
Dynasty periods (the seventh to tenth centuries), were preserved in
Dunhuang. The purpose of this paper is to consider how human mortality is
recognized and expressed by medieval Chinese, through analyzing funeral
prayers (fiwen #337) recorded in the Dunhuang Shuyi texts.

Needless to say, Chinese funerals were deeply influenced by Confucian
codes for rituals (i #L). Funeral rites were mainly prescribed in a Confucian
text of the Zhanguo period, the Yili or Rituals, and this text provided the
basic funeral plan for the later periods. However, there was some difficulty in
accurately putting the Yili’s plan into practice. For example, the text does
not prescribe the procedure after burial (zang #£), installation (y« J&), and
enshrinement of the dead (fuji ##£%), which are conducted three months
after death, though, according to the Confucian ideas, the most important
filial duty is to be in “three years’ mourning” for one’s father.

In some Dunhuang Shuyi texts, the ritual procedures for “three years’
mourning” were accurately prescribed, and this changed the meanings of
the rituals. The installation (y«) rite in the Yili was important because it
meant the return of the dead parent, who had been exiled by burial, in order
to be a powerful ancestor. In the Shuyi texts, the installation rite was just a
point of transit, and importance lies on daxiang K# or tanji j&5%, which
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concluded the mourning period. In addition, the funeral prayers of the Shuyi
texts put stress on, not the change of the dead into ancestors, but the
continuation of grief and parent-child bonds. It was described in these
prayers that mourners were forced to conduct funeral procedures by the
codes of rituals (/1), which ultimately broke off their bonds with the dead and
changed the dead into ancestors.

It can be summarized that two aspects of death are expressed in these
ritual texts. Death is the separation of the living and dead on the one hand,
and the living must exile the dead so that this world may survive the dead.
But the bonds with the dead must be maintained, on the other hand,
because the living owe this world to the dead. In the Yili, the first aspect of
death is expressed first, so that the second aspect (that is, the dead as
ancestors) may replace it. In the Shuyi texts, these two aspects contradicts
each other, and a filial child who wants to keep the bonds with his/her dead
parents must exile them by conducting their funerals. The most typical
expression in the prayers is, “We are deeply sinful, and our sin caused
parents (to die).” This expression can be thought to reflect the contradiction
between these two aspects of death.

216(177)



