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Abstract

This study explores the artistic elements within funeral rituals in Dafang County, Guizhou Province, focusing on their symbolic
meanings, cultural significance, emotional impact, and adaptation to modern changes. The objective is to analyze how these
elements—such as calligraphy, paper crafts, music, dance, and ritual attire—not only enhance the aesthetic and emotional aspects
of the ceremonies but also act as tools for preserving community identity and reinforcing social cohesion. Using qualitative research
methods, including document analysis and interviews with 30 participants, the study reveals that these artistic expressions convey
deep cultural meanings and spiritual beliefs, helping participants navigate grief while fostering unity within the community.
Furthermore, the findings highlight that while modernization has introduced new materials and digital tools, the symbolic essence
of these rituals remains intact, ensuring their relevance in contemporary society. The research emphasizes that these practices
promote intergenerational continuity, strengthen family and social networks, and offer emotional support through collective
participation. Recommendations include documenting artistic practices more comprehensively, engaging younger generations
through arts-based workshops, and integrating digital tools to archive and promote these traditions. These strategies will ensure that
the artistic elements within funeral rituals remain relevant and meaningful in an evolving social landscape, preserving cultural
identity while adapting to change.
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Introduction

Funeral rituals in Dafang County, located in Bijie City, Guizhou Province, are vital expressions
of cultural heritage, blending traditions, emotions, and social values. These rituals integrate
various artistic elements such as visual arts, music, dance, and ritual attire, which reflect both the
preservation of traditional practices and their adaptation to modern influences. While the rituals
continue to honor ancestral customs, they have evolved to serve multiple purposes, including
providing emotional expression, maintaining social bonds, and preserving cultural identity
(Suhadolnik, 2019). The artistic aspects of these ceremonies offer more than aesthetic pleasure—
they play a crucial role in maintaining intergenerational connections and community resilience.
As modern changes increasingly affect rural communities, the presence of these rituals signifies
not only remembrance of the deceased but also an affirmation of the community’s ability to
uphold its values in a changing world.

The artistic elements embedded within these funeral ceremonies hold deep symbolic meanings,
transcending mere decoration to reflect complex cultural beliefs. Paper crafts (Zhizha), for
instance, symbolize offerings intended to accompany the deceased into the afterlife, reflecting
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the belief that material wealth and comfort can be transferred through ritual gestures. Calligraphy,
displayed on banners and scrolls, communicates spiritual messages, prayers, and blessings that
guide the soul on its journey (Xiao, 2010; Paul, 2010). In addition to visual arts, music and dance
play a central role in funeral rites, facilitating emotional transitions for participants. Traditional
instruments like the suona horn and drums mark different stages of the ritual, providing structure
and rhythm for the ceremonial flow. The Tiger Dance, a prominent ritual performance,
symbolizes strength and resilience, conveying the belief that death is a natural part of life’s
cyclical journey (Xianpeng, 2010). These artistic expressions are carefully choreographed to
align with the spiritual themes of the ceremony, helping participants navigate grief while
celebrating the life and memory of the deceased.

The historical and cultural context of Dafang County profoundly influences the structure and
significance of its funeral practices. The region’s agricultural foundation has shaped a
community-oriented lifestyle, where mutual support is essential for both economic and social
survival. Funeral ceremonies serve as pivotal moments for reinforcing familial ties and
community solidarity, reflecting the Confucian ideals of filial piety and collective responsibility.
Spiritual practices in Dafang integrate elements from Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, and
local animist beliefs, creating a distinctive blend of traditions. Ancestor worship plays a central
role, with rituals designed to maintain the connection between the living and the dead. Family
tombs are maintained as physical symbols of this connection, emphasizing the belief that
ancestral spirits continue to influence the well-being of their descendants (Moser, 2019). This
spiritual framework reinforces the importance of performing funeral rituals correctly, ensuring
harmony between the material and spiritual worlds.

Social participation in funeral ceremonies extends beyond immediate family members, involving
neighbors, friends, and extended kin. This communal involvement reflects the importance of
social networks within Dafang’s society, where participation in rituals strengthens bonds and
reaffirms mutual obligations. Helping during funerals—whether through financial contributions,
labor, or emotional support—carries more social significance than giving gifts during other life
events (Wu, 2020). Funerals thus serve as both social and spiritual platforms, where collective
mourning fosters unity and continuity within the community. These events provide opportunities
for individuals to reconnect with distant relatives and reestablish social ties that may have
weakened over time. The presence of shared rituals also serves to bridge generational gaps,
ensuring that cultural knowledge is passed down and traditions are preserved.

As modernization and migration shape the socio-economic landscape of Dafang, traditional
funeral practices have adapted to meet new realities while retaining their symbolic essence.
Young people who migrate to urban areas for education and employment often bring back new
ideas and practices, influencing the way rituals are performed. Digital platforms, for example,
are now used to notify relatives of funerals, making participation more accessible despite
geographical distance (Qin, 2017). Likewise, modern materials are being incorporated into ritual
attire and ceremonial tools, balancing practicality with tradition. However, these adaptations have
not diluted the core values of the ceremonies. Instead, they reflect the community’s resilience
and capacity to integrate change without compromising its cultural identity (Tianshu, 2021).
Funeral rituals remain central to the community’s sense of belonging, offering a way to navigate
loss, celebrate life, and reaffirm cultural continuity amidst a rapidly changing world.

This research focuses on examining the artistic elements within local funeral ceremonies in
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Dafang County, analyzing their cultural significance, symbolic meanings, emotional impact, and
adaptation to modern changes. These elements, as explored in the study, reveal the intricate
relationship between art and ritual, demonstrating how symbolic expressions preserve identity,
maintain social cohesion, and provide emotional healing. By understanding the role of these
artistic components, the study offers insights into the importance of sustaining such practices in
the face of contemporary challenges. This research highlights the value of these rituals not only
as expressions of grief and respect but also as vital tools for reinforcing community bonds and
cultural heritage. The findings underscore the necessity of preserving artistic traditions to
maintain the social fabric and cultural resilience of Dafang County across generations.

Research Objectives

To examine the artistic elements within local funeral ceremonies in Dafang County, focusing on
their symbolic meanings, cultural significance, emotional impact, and adaptation to
contemporary social changes.

Theoretical Framework

In this study, Art Theory and Social Network Theory are explicitly employed to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the funeral rituals in Dafang County. Both frameworks are
carefully analyzed and applied to ensure that the research captures the depth and complexity of
these cultural practices, demonstrating how rituals serve not only as expressions of art but also
as platforms for maintaining social cohesion

Art Theory

Art Theory offers a lens to explore the artistic components embedded within the funeral rituals,
such as decorations, color symbolism, and artistic performances. These elements are integral to
the emotional and symbolic dimensions of the ceremony, creating meaningful experiences that
reflect the cultural values and beliefs of the community.

Art Theory suggests that artistic elements are not only decorative but also function as
communicative tools that convey deep emotions. Decorations, including portraits, flowers, and
ritual objects, contribute to the atmosphere of mourning and remembrance. The choice of colors
such as black and white in Dafang funerals symbolizes grief and purity, helping participants
express sorrow and connect spiritually with the deceased (Liu et al., 2020). Furthermore, artistic
symbols—such as candles and incense—act as spiritual guides, connecting the physical and
spiritual realms. These artistic choices reflect the community’s cultural identity and provide a
sense of continuity amidst change (Zhang, 2017).

The integration of artistic elements in Dafang’s funeral rituals is deliberate and meaningful.
Decorations, including lanterns, paper crafts, and symbolic objects, honor the deceased and foster
a sacred atmosphere (Li et al., 2021). Folk performances, such as the Tiger Dance, play an
essential role in expressing the community’s acceptance of life’s cyclical nature (Zhou, 2018).
Additionally, slow instrumental music and dim lighting enhance emotional engagement, creating
a space for participants to reflect and connect deeply with their emotions (Feng, 2019). Art
Theory highlights how these elements transcend aesthetics, fostering emotional healing and
reinforcing cultural identity.

Social Network Theory

Social Network Theory provides insights into how funeral rituals facilitate the formation,
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reinforcement, and maintenance of social bonds within the community. These rituals offer
opportunities for individuals to reconnect, express mutual support, and foster relationships that
sustain social networks over time.

According to Social Network Theory, rituals serve as events that strengthen both family and
community ties. Funeral ceremonies bring together individuals who may not regularly interact,
providing spaces to renew connections and offer emotional support. Chen (2018) points out that
funerals in rural Chinese communities are essential for reinforcing sustainable relationships.
Mutual assistance during these events reflects the importance of long-term social bonds and
demonstrates the community’s commitment to collective welfare. Wu (2020) further emphasizes
that funerals serve as platforms for fostering new connections, helping participants navigate grief
while reinforcing their roles within the social network.

In Dafang County, funeral rituals involve both immediate family and the broader community,
reinforcing the importance of communal support. The participation of neighbors and extended
kin strengthens social bonds, fostering a sense of belonging (Zhang et al., 2020). Additionally,
the assistance provided during funerals—whether through labor, financial contributions, or
emotional support—demonstrates the interdependence of community members. Li and Sun
(2019) highlight that participation in these ceremonies not only supports the grieving family but
also strengthens the broader social fabric, promoting unity and cohesion within the community.

By employing both Art Theory and Social Network Theory, this study provides a
multidimensional perspective on funeral rituals in Dafang County. Art Theory reveals how
artistic elements convey cultural meanings and foster emotional expression, while Social
Network Theory emphasizes the role of these rituals in maintaining social bonds and promoting
community resilience. The integration of these theories ensures a deeper understanding of how
funeral practices in Dafang adapt to modern changes while preserving core cultural values.
Through this analysis, the research highlights the significance of these rituals not only as
expressions of grief but also as tools for cultural continuity and social cohesion.

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study employs a qualitative research design, focusing on document analysis and interviews
to examine the artistic elements within local funeral ceremonies in Dafang County. The aim is to
explore how these artistic components reflect cultural values, emotional meanings, and adapt to
modern societal changes.

Population and Sample

The sample consists of 30 interviewees directly involved in funeral ceremonies, including family
members, ritual specialists, and artisans responsible for creating funeral-related art. These
participants were selected for their knowledge and experience, providing diverse perspectives on
funeral arrangements and artistic practices within the community.

Research Tools

e Document Analysis: Local archives, ritual manuals, and academic literature on funeral
traditions and artistic elements were reviewed to identify key themes and cultural
meanings.
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e Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 30 participants to
gather personal insights into the meaning, emotional impact, and adaptation of artistic

elements within the rituals.

Data Collection Methods

¢ Document Review: Documents were analyzed to explore the historical background and
symbolic aspects of artistic elements in funeral rituals.

o Interviews: In-depth interviews were used to collect qualitative data, focusing on
participants’ experiences and interpretations of the artistic elements, along with their
reflections on social changes influencing these practices.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed qualitatively, with interview transcripts and documents
reviewed to identify recurring patterns and themes. The findings were categorized according to
the research objectives, ensuring coherence with the focus on artistic elements in funeral
ceremonies.

Research Findings
Ritual Visual Arts

Ritual visual arts play an essential role in traditional ceremonies by enhancing their meaning,
atmosphere, and emotional depth. These visual elements—including symbols, decorations, tools,
calligraphy, paper-cutting art, and stage arrangements—serve as communicative tools connecting
participants with deeper cultural and spiritual messages. By employing a variety of artistic forms,
rituals become immersive experiences that facilitate both personal expression and communal
identity. This section explores the different aspects of ritual visual arts, focusing on their
symbolism, meanings, and aesthetic interpretations in ceremonies.

Introduction to Symbolic Elements

Visual arts in rituals communicate ideas that transcend language by embedding symbolic
meanings within decorations, objects, and spatial arrangements. Passed down through
generations, these symbols represent the community’s values, social structure, and belief
systems, and ensure that each element in the ritual has a purposeful function.

e Descriptions of Symbols Used in Rituals: Symbols in rituals reflect societal beliefs,
transmitting intangible meanings in visual form. Traditional patterns such as floral motifs,
mythological figures, or animal imagery act as the visual language of rituals (Bai, 2010).
These symbols are not merely decorative but invoke specific emotions and encourage
reflection among participants. For instance, the tiger symbol frequently appears in the funeral
arts of Dafang County, serving as an emblem of resilience, strength, and bravery (Xianpeng,
2010). In this cultural context, the animal’s depiction functions as both a protective totem
and an ancestral figure, connecting the community’s spiritual beliefs with its social identity.
Symbols like the phoenix or dragon are used to express ideas of rebirth and renewal,
reinforcing the continuity of life and death.

e Calligraphy Arts: Calligraphy plays a crucial role in ritual aesthetics by transforming
writing into an artistic expression. In Chinese funeral traditions, specific calligraphic phrases
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convey blessings, guidance, and respect for the deceased (National Library Board, 2024).
Calligraphy elevates the ceremony, serving both a visual and symbolic function that reflects
spiritual discipline. Its brushstrokes represent not only beauty but also the flow of life’s
rhythm, translating inner emotions into physical form (Xiao, 2010). Displayed on banners,
scrolls, or altars, these calligraphic texts foster an atmosphere of reverence. They serve as
focal points that guide participants toward reflection, enhancing both the spiritual and
aesthetic dimensions of the ritual.

Paper Art and Symbolic Objects: Paper arts hold significant cultural value in rituals.
Offerings made from paper reflect wishes for prosperity, spiritual protection, and emotional
healing. Paper crafts in Chinese rituals often symbolize wealth and sustenance, ensuring the
deceased’s well-being in the afterlife.

Paper-Cutting and Collage: Paper-cutting, or “jianzhi,” is a centuries-old tradition that
integrates intricate designs into ritual spaces. Featuring motifs such as birds and flowers,
these paper creations are not only decorative but also symbolic (Paul, 2010). In funerary
rituals, paper-cutting serves as an artistic tribute to the deceased, representing aspects of their
personal life and family heritage. Each cut pattern tells a story, highlighting the importance
of the individual within the broader community (Bai, 2010). By adorning altars, walls, and
ceremonial props, these intricate designs add visual depth to the space. Paper crafts are also
burned in rituals, symbolically transforming them into spiritual offerings that accompany the
deceased on their journey to the afterlife.

Stage Setup and Arrangement: Stage design is a fundamental part of ritual visual arts. The
arrangement of space, objects, and decorations ensures that participants engage with the
ceremony on multiple levels. In Dafang County funeral ceremonies, stages often feature
prominent ancestral symbols and decorative elements, reinforcing family lineage and
communal continuity (Xianpeng, 2010). Colors and their placement on the stage are chosen
with intention. Red is often associated with fortune and protection, while white is used to
express mourning and remembrance (National Library Board, 2024). Objects such as
candles, flowers, and altars are strategically positioned to guide participants through the
various stages of the ritual, enhancing emotional engagement and maintaining spiritual focus.

Figure 1 Symbolic and artistic elements in funeral rituals of Dafang County
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Symbolic Meanings of Ritual Visual Elements

Each artistic element in a ritual carries a symbolic meaning that contributes to the overarching
message of the ceremony. The integration of symbolic visuals ensures that rituals resonate
emotionally and spiritually with participants, helping them navigate themes of life, death, and
continuity. Animal motifs such as tigers and eagles are especially prevalent in Dafang’s funeral
practices, symbolizing strength, unity, and resilience. These images serve not only as personal
tributes to the deceased but also as reflections of the community’s values (Xianpeng, 2010).
Similarly, the burning of paper models or “zhizha” signifies the transfer of material goods to the
spirit world, ensuring that the deceased is provided for in the afterlife (Xiao, 2010). Colors used
in ritual objects further enhance their symbolism. White, for example, represents purity and
mourning, while red offers protection from malevolent forces (National Library Board, 2024).
These visual cues guide participants through emotional transitions, reflecting the community’s
understanding of spiritual transformation.

Aesthetic Interpretations of Ritual Visual Arts

The aesthetic dimension of ritual visual arts is critical in creating immersive, meaningful
experiences. Symmetry, balance, and rhythm are often employed in the arrangement of artistic
elements to create a sense of visual harmony (Xiao, 2010). Through careful design, each
component contributes to the spiritual and emotional impact of the ceremony, inviting
participants to engage fully with the ritual. Calligraphy and paper-cutting, for example, are not
just artistic displays; they evoke personal memories and connect participants with their cultural
heritage. The aesthetic appeal of these arts lies in their ability to transform mundane spaces into
sacred environments, fostering a sense of peace and reverence (Paul, 2010). The arrangement of
objects within the ritual space—such as the strategic placement of altars, candles, and flowers—
further enhances the aesthetic experience. These elements work in unison to guide the audience
through the ceremony, providing a structured emotional journey that aligns with the ritual’s
themes. Stage setup plays a pivotal role in maintaining the ceremony’s atmosphere. By balancing
visual elements with symbolic meaning, the design fosters a harmonious interaction between
participants and the spiritual realm. The interplay of colors, textures, and forms creates a dynamic
narrative that bridges the material and metaphysical worlds, making the ritual both visually and
emotionally compelling.

The interviewees noted that visual arts play a critical role in the aesthetic and symbolic
representation of funeral rituals. The integration of symbols, calligraphy, paper crafts, and
decorative arrangements are seen as vital components that add depth to the ceremonies,
conveying messages of respect, remembrance, and spiritual continuity. The interviewees
emphasized that each visual element, from the use of traditional symbols to the arrangement of
ritual items, serves a distinct purpose. Symbols such as dragons, phoenixes, and lotus flowers are
commonly used to represent concepts like rebirth, purity, and eternal life. Paper cutting and
calligraphy are often incorporated to pay tribute to the deceased’s accomplishments and convey
blessings. Interviewees also highlighted the aesthetic appeal of these elements, which is meant
to create a serene and reverent environment that enhances the emotional and spiritual experience
of the ceremony. Example Interview Quotes:

“Every symbol has a purpose, whether it’s the dragon for strength or the lotus for
purity—it’s all carefully chosen to reflect the deceased’s virtues.”
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(Interviewee 6)

“The paper cutting art we use isn’t just decoration; it tells a story about the family’s
history and the deceased’s journey to the afterlife.”

(Interviewee 18)

“Even the placement of candles and floral arrangements is done according to traditional
guidelines, ensuring balance and harmony in the ritual space.”

(Interviewee 23)

Ritual visual arts in Dafang County’s funeral ceremonies are more than mere decoration; they
are a deeply symbolic and integral part of the ritual process. These elements serve to connect
participants to their cultural heritage, facilitate emotional expression, and provide a sense of
peace and reverence throughout the ceremony.

Dance and Music in Rituals

Dance and music are essential elements in rituals, functioning as powerful vehicles for the
expression of cultural values, spiritual beliefs, and shared emotional experiences. These art forms
transcend ordinary actions, transforming them into profound expressions of collective identity,
solidarity, and reverence. Across different cultures, music and dance are intricately woven into
the fabric of rituals, facilitating the participants’ journey through the ceremony by evoking
emotions, fostering unity, and reinforcing communal values. This section explores the
multifaceted roles, forms, symbolic meanings, and aesthetic interpretations of dance and music
in rituals, with a specific focus on their psychological, cultural, and social impacts.

Forms of Music and Dance in the Ceremony

Music Played by Families or Participants during the Ceremony: In many ritual traditions,
family members and participants play significant musical pieces, often chosen based on their
emotional resonance or traditional value. These pieces are more than just a soundtrack; they act
as emotional anchors, marking key moments in the ceremony and providing space for personal
reflection. For example, in Chinese funerals, families might play traditional instrumental pieces

or recorded music such as “Aile (R),” symbolizing grief and the acknowledgment of loss

(Zhou, 2006). The music played by families becomes a bridge between personal emotions and
collective mourning, allowing participants to connect deeply with the deceased. Moreover, the
selection of music can also reflect the personal tastes and experiences of the departed, adding a
personalized element to the ritual. This personal touch offers a sense of closure to the bereaved,
as they honor the deceased’s life through melodies that were meaningful to them.

Music Performed by Ritual Teams: Ritual teams play a central role in structuring the
ceremonial atmosphere through live performances. Traditional instruments, including drums,
flutes, and horns, are played with deliberate rhythms and melodies that correspond to specific
moments of the ritual. In the Dafang community, ritual teams use instruments like the “suona”
(a traditional Chinese horn) and drums to guide the emotional flow of the funeral. Drum rhythms
are used to signify different phases of the ceremony, from mourning to celebration, offering both
emotional support and spiritual guidance (Xianpeng, 2010). The music performed by ritual teams
establishes the structure of the ceremony, marking the transitions between different ritual
segments. Slow, mournful music may accompany moments of grief, while more lively melodies
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might be used to encourage emotional release and communal bonding.

Music Performed by Individual Team Members: Individual performers within ritual teams
often play specific instruments or perform solos that carry unique symbolic meanings. In Chinese
funerals, the “suona” is traditionally used to summon ancestral spirits, guiding them toward the
afterlife (Liu, 2018). Individual performances contribute to the layering of sound in the
ceremony, creating moments of introspection or heightened emotional intensity. These
performances also highlight the role of individual expression within the broader communal
context of the ritual.

Funeral Songs: Funeral songs are integral components of rituals, encapsulating the emotional
depth of the ceremony. These songs often recount the life and achievements of the deceased,
serving as both a eulogy and a means of preserving cultural heritage. For instance, the Chinese
song “Aile” is widely recognized for its ability to evoke deep emotions of grief and reverence
(Zhou, 2006). Funeral songs offer participants a way to connect with the deceased on an
emotional level, bridging the gap between the physical and spiritual realms.

Forms of Dance within the Ceremony: Dance plays an equally important role in rituals, with
specific forms of dance reflecting cultural traditions, spiritual beliefs, and the emotional tenor of
the ceremony. In the Dafang community, dances such as the “Tiger Dance” and “Eagle Dance”
are performed during funerals to honor the spirits of ancestors and warriors (Xiao, 2010). These
dances are characterized by movements that mimic the natural behaviors of animals, symbolizing
the endurance, strength, and spiritual guidance that these creatures provide. Each form of dance
within the ceremony serves a unique purpose, whether it is to express grief, celebrate the life of
the deceased, or invoke the presence of ancestral spirits. The symbolic nature of these dances
transforms them into powerful expressions of cultural values, reinforcing the community’s
connection to its heritage.

Figure 2 Music and dance as central elements in Dafang County’s funeral rituals

Symbolic Meanings of Music and Dance in the Ceremony

e Introduction to the Music Used in Rituals: Music in rituals is carefully selected to
align with the ceremony’s purpose and emotional flow. It can signify the presence of
spiritual forces, guide participants through different stages of the ritual, or create an
atmosphere of reverence and reflection. In the Dafang community, drumming serves as
both a practical and symbolic tool, marking the rhythm of funeral dances and facilitating
communication with the spiritual realm (Xianpeng, 2010). In other cultural contexts,
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music plays a similar role. For example, African initiation ceremonies use drum rhythms
to symbolize the heartbeat of the community, reinforcing the participants’ connection to
their cultural identity (Paul, 2010). These examples highlight the universal significance
of music as a medium for expressing cultural values and facilitating emotional transitions
within rituals.

o Focus on the Symbolic Meanings of Dance within the Ceremony: The symbolic
meaning of dance within rituals is deeply rooted in the cultural narratives and spiritual
beliefs of the community. In the Dafang funeral tradition, the “Tiger Dance” symbolizes
bravery and strength, while the “Eagle Dance” represents the soul’s journey to the
afterlife (Xiao, 2010). The movements in these dances are not random but are carefully
choreographed to reflect the community’s worldview and spiritual understanding of life
and death. The spatial arrangement of dancers also carries symbolic weight. Circular
formations, often seen in traditional funeral dances, represent unity, continuity, and the
eternal cycle of existence (Xianpeng, 2010). These symbolic gestures create a shared
narrative that allows participants to connect with one another and with the spiritual
dimensions of the ritual.

Aesthetic Interpretations and Conclusions on Music and Dance

From an aesthetic perspective, the integration of music and dance in rituals creates a multisensory
experience that transcends ordinary reality. The rhythm of the music, the choreography of the
dance, and the interaction between performers and participants combine to form a dynamic and
emotionally resonant performance (Xiao, 2010). This aesthetic experience enhances the symbolic
power of the ritual, allowing participants to engage with the ceremony on a deeper emotional and
spiritual level. The harmony between sound and movement in rituals serves not only as a form
of artistic expression but also as a means of sustaining cultural memory. Through repeated
performances, these rituals become embedded in the collective consciousness of the community,
reinforcing social cohesion, and preserving traditions across generations (National Library
Board, 2024). The aesthetic appeal of music and dance in rituals ensures their continued
relevance, even as cultural contexts evolve. The interviewees emphasized that the aesthetic and
emotional impact of music and dance is central to the effectiveness of funeral rituals. Different
rhythms, melodies, and dance movements are used to guide participants through the various
emotional stages of mourning and acceptance. Slow, mournful music accompanies moments of
reflection, while faster, celebratory rhythms mark the transition from grief to acceptance
(Interviewee 14). In conclusion, music and dance are essential components of ritual practices,
serving both symbolic and aesthetic functions. They provide a structured yet fluid framework for
participants to express emotions, connect with their cultural heritage, and engage with the
spiritual dimensions of the ceremony. Through the harmonious integration of sound and
movement, rituals become powerful expressions of collective identity and cultural continuity.
These artistic forms not only enrich the emotional experience of the participants but also sustain
the cultural and spiritual values that define the community.

The interviewees explained that dance and music are essential elements that provide a dynamic
and expressive dimension to funeral rituals. Dance movements and musical arrangements are not
only art forms but also vehicles for conveying symbolic meanings and creating an emotionally
resonant atmosphere. The respondents highlighted those different types of dances, from slow,
mourning movements to lively, celebratory dances, are used to represent various stages of the
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funeral process. Music, played on traditional instruments such as drums and flutes, accompanies
these dances, guiding the pace of the ritual and setting the emotional tone. Many noted that the
combination of dance and music helps to release grief, celebrate the deceased’s life, and facilitate
the transition from mourning to acceptance. Example Interview Quotes:

“The dance steps mimic the cycles of life and death, symbolizing the soul’s journey and
the continuity of existence.”

(Interviewee 4)

“We use different rhythms in the music—slower beats during prayers and faster ones
during the farewell dance—to help participants move through their emotions.”

(Interviewee 14)

“Each dance movement has a story behind it, whether it’s to honor the deceased or to
call on the ancestors to guide them safely to the other side.”

(Interviewee 26)

Dance and music are powerful tools in funeral rituals, used not only for artistic expression but
also for their symbolic and emotional impact. They help to shape the experience of the ceremony,
making it both a reflective and cathartic process for the community.

Ritual Attire and Ceremonial Costumes

Ritual attire and ceremonial costumes hold deep symbolic and functional importance in ritual
practices, serving not only as clothing but also as instruments of cultural expression and spiritual
engagement. These garments convey identity, status, cultural heritage, and alignment with the
spiritual and social frameworks of the ritual. The use of specific designs, materials, and colors
transforms these garments into a medium of communication, reinforcing values, beliefs, and
shared history within communities. This section examines the roles, meanings, and aesthetic
dimensions of ritual attire across various cultures, focusing on the function, evolution, and
significance of ceremonial clothing in funeral rituals.

Introduction to Ritual Attire

Ritual attire is deliberately distinct from everyday clothing in design, purpose, and meaning.
These garments embody the values and expectations of both the ceremony and the community,
playing essential roles in structuring the ritual and creating a sacred atmosphere. Whether worn
by grieving family members, ceremonial performers, or spiritual leaders, ritual attire reflects both
personal identity and collective values. The attire not only conveys symbolic messages to
participants but also helps guide behavior and interactions within the ritual space.

e Introduction to the Attire Worn by Family Members in the Ceremony: In funeral
ceremonies, family members’ clothing symbolizes their grief, respect, and adherence to
societal expectations. Traditional Chinese funerals require the closest relatives to wear
“mourning garments (2, Xiao)” made from coarse burlap or hemp, representing
humility and sorrow (National Library Board, 2024). The simplicity of these garments
conveys respect for the deceased, while the rough texture reflects the harsh emotional
journey of mourning. Each family member’s attire varies in style and color based on their
relationship to the deceased—children and immediate relatives typically wear “white or
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black robes”, while more distant family members wear less elaborate outfits. The use of
mourning attire in Chinese traditions emphasizes the Confucian ideals of “filial piety”
and propriety. For instance, children of the deceased wear burlap hats and robes to signify
their grief and sense of duty toward honoring their parents. In addition to reflecting
personal loss, the clothing communicates broader social messages about familial loyalty
and collective mourning (Paul, 2010). In contrast, the funeral attire of the “Dafang
community” departs from these somber tones, favoring vibrant and colorful garments
that signify a positive perception of death (Xianpeng, 2010). This community views
death as a transition to another phase of existence, and the celebratory clothing reflects
both joy for the deceased’s journey and reverence for ancestral spirits. The colorful robes
worn by family members during Dafang funerals embody continuity and acceptance,
emphasizing that life and death are interconnected stages within a cyclical journey.

e Introduction to the Attire Worn by the Ritual Team: The clothing worn by spiritual
leaders, ritual teams, and ceremonial performers serves both symbolic and functional
purposes. In “Buddhist funeral ceremonies”, monks typically wear “saffron robes” made
from simple cloth, emphasizing detachment from material concerns and reflecting the
monastic values of humility and spiritual dedication (Bai, 2010). Depending on the
region and sect, these robes may vary in color and style—Tibetan monks, for example,
wear deep maroon garments with intricate folds to signify rank and spiritual function. In
“Taoist ceremonies”, priests wear elaborate robes adorned with embroidered symbols
such as “dragons, cranes, and the Bagua (eight trigrams)”, each of which represents
spiritual power, protection, or cosmic harmony (Paul, 2010). Taoist priests also select
robe colors based on the ritual’s purpose—yellow for earth-related ceremonies and blue
for celestial invocations—aligning the attire with cosmic symbolism (Bai, 2010). The
ritual team’s garments not only distinguish their sacred role but also establish the
ceremonial setting, guiding participants through the spiritual dimensions of the ritual. In
the Dafang community, performers wear elaborate costumes adorned with “animal
motifs”, such as tigers and eagles, which symbolize strength, endurance, and spiritual
guidance (Xiao, 2010). These garments allow the performers to embody mythological or
ancestral figures, bridging the earthly and spiritual realms and reinforcing the
community’s belief in life after death. The attire also enhances the dancers’ movements,
enabling them to perform symbolic gestures that reflect the deceased’s journey to the
afterlife.

Symbolic Meanings of Ritual Attire

Ritual attire is carefully crafted to convey specific symbolic meanings that align with the
ceremony’s themes and objectives. Each element—whether fabric, color, or embellishment—
contributes to the overall message of the ritual, reinforcing cultural values and spiritual beliefs.
For example, the “rough texture of burlap” used in traditional Chinese mourning attire
symbolizes the hardships of grief and reflects the idea that mourning should be a humble and
authentic experience (National Library Board, 2024). Similarly, “unbleached natural fibers”
represent simplicity and acceptance of life’s impermanence, reinforcing the Confucian value of
humility. In “African initiation ceremonies”, the use of animal skins in ritual attire reflects the
initiates’ connection to ancestral spirits and symbolizes the qualities they are expected to
embody—such as bravery, leadership, or resilience (Paul, 2010). The choice of specific animals,
such as lions or leopards, adds further meaning, suggesting that the wearer is prepared to inherit
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the virtues associated with these creatures. Colors also play a crucial role in ritual attire. “Maroon
robes” worn by Tibetan monks signify wisdom and spiritual power, while “saffron garments”
represent purity and renunciation (Bai, 2010). In contrast, “Taoist priests’ robes” are chosen to
align with the ritual’s cosmic focus, with yellow representing earth-related rituals and blue
symbolizing celestial connections (Paul, 2010). These color choices are not arbitrary but are
deeply rooted in the spiritual and cultural frameworks of the communities that use them.

Aesthetic Interpretations and Conclusions on Ritual Attire

From an aesthetic perspective, ritual attire enhances the overall visual impact of ceremonies,
creating an atmosphere that reflects the values, emotions, and themes of the ritual. The bold
colors, intricate patterns, and symbolic motifs used in ceremonial garments captivate participants
and communicate the deeper meanings embedded within the ritual (Xianpeng, 2010). Functional
considerations also influence the design of ritual attire. In ceremonies that involve dance or
physical movements, garments must provide both mobility and durability. For example,
“feathered headdresses and flowing robes” worn by performers in Dafang funeral dances
facilitate fluid movements that mimic the flight of ancestral spirits, allowing participants to
express their reverence through symbolic gestures (Xiao, 2010). Similarly, the simple yet elegant
robes worn by monks are designed to support meditative practices while marking the sacred
nature of the ceremony (Bai, 2010). The evolution of ritual attire reflects broader societal
changes, including globalization and modernization. In some cases, “synthetic fabrics” have
replaced traditional materials, offering greater comfort and practicality. For example,
contemporary Chinese funerals increasingly favor “black garments” over white, reflecting the
influence of Western mourning practices (National Library Board, 2024). Despite these changes,
the symbolic meanings of the attire remain intact, as communities adapt their traditions to fit new
contexts while preserving their cultural essence.

The interviewees unanimously agreed that the attire worn during funeral rituals is rich with
symbolism and serves to reinforce the solemnity and purpose of the ceremony. Traditional
garments, such as mourning robes and religious vestments, are chosen with great care to reflect
the status of the deceased, the role of the participants, and the spiritual significance of the event.
The respondents mentioned that funeral attire typically includes garments in somber colors like
white, black, or dark blue, symbolizing mourning and respect. Each participant wears attire
according to their relationship with the deceased, following a strict hierarchy. Religious leaders
and ritual specialists often don elaborate ceremonial costumes adorned with sacred symbols to
distinguish their roles as intermediaries between the living and the spiritual realms. Over time,
modern variations have emerged, incorporating more practical elements without compromising
the traditional symbolism. Example Interview Quotes:

“The mourning robes are meant to show humility and grief, but the embroidery on a
priest’s robe speaks to his role in guiding the deceased’s spirit.”

(Interviewee 2)

“Each color has a meaning—white is for purity, black for mourning, and red is avoided
because it symbolizes joy and celebration.”

(Interviewee 17)

“Modern changes have been made, like using synthetic fabrics, but the basic design

remains the same to honor the traditional values.” )
Journal of Posthumanism



Jiang et al. 593
(Interviewee 28)

Ritual attire is not just a dress code but a visual language that communicates respect, hierarchy,
and spiritual purpose. These garments enhance the ritual’s atmosphere, visually marking the
participants’ roles and reinforcing the ceremony’s symbolic meanings.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the artistic elements within funeral rituals in Dafang County are
essential in expressing grief, conveying symbolic meanings, and maintaining cultural identity.
These components, including calligraphy, paper crafts, music, and ritual attire, play a pivotal role
in fostering emotional expression and reinforcing social cohesion. The rituals not only honor the
deceased but also serve as spaces for strengthening family bonds and sustaining community
networks. Despite the influence of modernization, the findings show that the community has
adapted without compromising the symbolic core of these practices, ensuring their continuity.
These rituals remain meaningful and relevant, balancing tradition with contemporary change, and
fostering intergenerational connections that uphold the cultural identity of Dafang County.

Recommendations

e Practical Recommendations

Strengthening the documentation of artistic practices is crucial for preserving key
elements like calligraphy, paper crafts, and dance performances. Collaborative efforts
with local artisans and institutions can systematically record these traditions for future
generations. In addition, engaging younger generations through arts-based workshops
focused on traditional crafts and music can foster cultural transmission and ensure
continuity.

e Policy Recommendations

Implementing local cultural preservation programs will safeguard traditional funeral arts
by offering financial incentives such as grants to artisans and performers, encouraging
their participation. Furthermore, promoting cross-community cultural exchanges will
facilitate mutual learning, allowing communities to share and enrich ritual practices
while maintaining cultural diversity.

Future Research Directions

Comeparative studies on funeral traditions across regions can provide insights into how local
culture influences artistic practices within rituals. Longitudinal studies are also recommended to
monitor the evolution of funeral practices over time, ensuring that communities can adapt their
traditions to modern changes while preserving their symbolic essence.
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