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Death	  is	  part	  of	  life	  as	  are	  the	  feelings	  of	  grief,	  sorrow	  and	  anxiety	  that	  follow	  the	  

loss	  of	  a	  loved	  one.	  While	  coming	  to	  terms	  with	  death	  and	  coping	  with	  loss	  may	  be	  

part	  of	  living,	  those	  feelings	  that	  accompany	  death	  and	  loss	  are	  among	  the	  most	  

difficult	  feelings	  we	  will	  face	  and	  help	  to	  create	  one	  of	  the	  most	  perilous	  passages	  

we	  will	  undertake.	  	  

In	  times	  of	  grief	  an	  individual	  may	  feel	  so	  overcome,	  a	  sense	  of	  displacement	  and	  

internal	  dislocation	  may	  occur.	  Even	  with	  comfort	  and	  support	  the	  one	  grieving	  may	  

feel	  disoriented	  both	  internally	  and	  externally.	  What	  has	  been	  real,	  no	  longer	  exists.	  

This	  loss	  of	  inner	  and	  outer	  connection	  can	  cause	  a	  total	  shattering	  and	  in	  the	  wake	  

of	  such	  a	  shattering,	  feelings	  of	  futility	  and	  meaninglessness	  may	  arise	  causing	  the	  

individual	  to	  withdraw	  from	  life.	  In	  more	  epic	  language	  the	  dead	  can	  continue	  to	  lay	  

claim	  to	  the	  living.	  

	  Fully	  embracing	  and	  experiencing	  one’s	  grief	  can	  be	  the	  means	  through	  which	  an	  

individual	  comes	  to	  terms	  with	  loss	  and	  returns	  to	  life	  in	  a	  fuller	  more	  meaningful	  

way.	  	  But	  how	  is	  that	  done?	  How	  are	  such	  overwhelming	  feelings	  to	  be	  embraced	  

and	  experienced?	  	  

In	  this	  paper	  I	  will	  discuss	  how	  the	  Burial	  and	  Mourning	  Rites	  served	  as	  forms	  for	  

the	  process	  of	  grieving	  and	  letting	  go,	  in	  Ancient	  China.	  I	  will	  discuss	  how	  the	  rituals	  

and	  rites	  acted	  as	  containers	  in	  which	  grief	  could	  be	  placed,	  felt,	  experienced	  

processed	  and	  released.	  	  

While	  grief	  may	  have	  the	  power	  to	  be	  destructive,	  if	  worked	  through,	  grief	  also	  has	  

the	  power	  to	  transform.	  Using	  modern	  psychological	  explanations	  of	  the	  grief	  

experience	  to	  illuminate	  the	  psychological	  and	  emotional	  content	  of	  the	  person	  

mourning,	  it	  is	  my	  hope	  to	  discover	  how	  the	  rites	  helped	  work	  with	  grief	  to	  cultivate	  

the	  self	  and	  to	  achieve	  healing	  and	  transformation.	  I	  will	  discuss	  how	  the	  Mourning	  

and	  Burial	  Rites	  helped	  lead	  those	  grieving	  out	  of	  feelings	  of	  despair,	  overwhelm	  

and	  clinging,	  to	  acceptance,	  letting	  go	  and	  a	  return	  to	  life.	  
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Because	  I	  will	  be	  using	  modern	  psychological	  d
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been	  recorded	  Confucius	  focused	  his	  time,	  energy	  and	  teaching	  almost	  entirely	  on	  

the	  process	  of	  living.	  We	  do	  not	  know	  his	  particular	  views	  regarding	  death	  or	  an	  

afterlife	  because	  when	  asked	  to	  comment	  on	  death,	  the	  sprits,	  ghosts,	  ancestors	  or	  

the	  afterlife	  Confucius	  answered	  by	  speaking	  to	  the	  importance	  of	  living.	  In	  the	  

Analects	  11.12	  Confucius	  student	  Zilu	  asked	  how	  to	  serve	  the	  spirits	  and	  gods.	   
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they	  may	  have	  held	  no	  interest	  in	  these	  activities	  while	  the	  partner	  
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On	  Death	  and	  Dying.	  In	  her	  book,	  Kubler-‐Ross	  describes	  the	  fives	  stages	  of	  grief	  as:	  

denial,	  anger,	  bargaining,	  depression	  and	  acceptance.	  According	  to	  Kubler-‐Ross,	  the	  

five	  stages	  do	  not	  necessarily	  occur	  in	  order,	  nor	  is	  there	  a	  time	  limit	  for	  how	  long	  

each	  stage	  may	  take	  to	  be	  processed.	  	  Although	  there	  is	  no	  official



	  

Dorothy	  Dittrich	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  LS	  813	  	  Mourning	  and	  Burial	  Rites:	  A	  Grief	  Process	  	  	  November	  30/12	   	  9	  

Time	  and	  space	  for	  processing	  is	  elemental	  to	  healing.	  In	  his	  essay	  “Contemporary	  

Rituals	  and	  The	  Confucian	  Tradition”	  Curzer	  states,	  “Rituals	  force	  us	  to	  pause	  in	  the	  

midst	  of	  our	  activities.	  A	  check	  that	  temporarily	  prevents	  us	  from	  pressing	  forward	  

aggressively	  with	  our	  own,	  often	  self-‐centered	  projects	  allows	  us	  the	  opportunity	  to	  

reconsider…”	  he	  adds	  that	  “rituals	  provide	  individuals	  with	  a	  sense	  of	  rootedness”	  

(293)	  This	  rootedness	  may	  be	  one	  of	  the	  key	  aspects	  of	  the	  Rites	  and	  Rituals	  as	  a	  

process	  of	  healing.	  As	  has	  been	  discussed,	  in	  times	  of	  loss,	  it	  can	  feel	  as	  though	  the	  

ground	  has	  gone	  out	  from	  under	  us.	  Our	  sense	  of	  connection	  –	  rootedness	  to	  place,	  

to	  people	  and	  even	  to	  ourselves	  may	  feel	  completely	  absent.	  We	  may	  feel	  set	  adrift	  

or	  abandoned.	  In	  these	  times,	  The	  Rites	  become	  the	  ground	  for	  the	  mourner(s)	  to	  

stand	  on.	  	  

Ritual	  acknowledges	  the	  depth	  of	  loss	  and	  acknowledgement	  is	  vital	  to	  beginning	  a	  

healthy	  grieving/mourning	  process.	  Acknowledgement	  grounds	  us	  in	  the	  truth,	  

offsetting	  denial.	  Ritual	  may	  also
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Although	  the	  perception,	  particularly	  in	  the	  West,	  may	  be	  that	  ritual	  somehow	  

inhibits	  or	  even	  eradicates	  authentic	  feeling,	  that	  following	  a	  specific	  set	  of	  rules	  is	  a	  

false	  or	  synthetic	  process,	  for	  Confucius	  and	  Hsun	  Tzu	  and	  their	  followers	  (even	  

today)	  that	  is	  not	  at	  all	  the	  case.	  By	  following	  the	  rules	  of	  the	  rites,	  one	  found	  

freedom	  to	  fully	  expression	  his	  or	  her	  feelings	  and	  as	  a	  result	  could	  become	  more	  

fully	  human.	  This	  transformation	  could	  occur	  at	  the	  level	  of	  the	  individual	  as	  well	  as	  

the	  level	  of	  community	  and	  nation.	  	  

In	  contrast	  with	  the	  east,	  in	  its	  evolution	  as	  a	  culture,	  the	  West	  has	  rebelled	  against	  

if	  not	  actively	  rejected,	  formal	  ritual	  and/or	  tradition	  either	  religious	  or	  secular.	  

Curzer
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order	  on	  events,	  and	  facilitating	  the	  construction	  of	  shared	  meanings	  among	  

members	  of	  the	  family,	  community,	  or	  nation.”	  (236)	  This	  construction	  is	  part	  of	  a	  

process	  of	  healing	  on	  a	  large	  scale.	  	  

There	  is	  a	  tendency	  in	  the	  west	  to	  psychologize	  grief.	  In	  keeping	  with	  an	  emphasis	  

on	  the	  individual,	  counseling	  or	  psychotherapy	  are	  methods	  used	  to	  assist	  in	  healing	  

–	  grief	  is	  treated,	  rather	  than	  played	  out	  or	  enacted	  in	  ritual	  within	  a	  larger	  group	  

context.	  This	  is	  not	  a	  bad	  thing	  per	  se,	  however	  it	  does	  limit	  the	  visibility	  of	  the	  one	  

grieving.	  As	  Curzer	  states,	  rituals	  provide	  “bonding	  experiences	  and	  shared	  

practices	  among	  groups	  of	  various	  sizes	  ranging	  from	  pairs	  to	  nations.	  Because	  they	  

are	  shared,	  (rituals)	  make	  us	  feel	  as	  if	  we	  belong	  to	  a	  community.”	  (295)	  This	  feeling	  

of	  belonging	  and	  being	  seen,	  is	  extremely	  important	  to	  help	  counter	  feelings	  of	  

isolation	  and	  aloneness	  that	  often	  accompany	  grief	  and	  loss.	  	  Through	  performing	  

rituals	  we	  discover,	  display,	  and	  reinforce	  the	  social	  components	  of	  our	  selves.	  

“Rituals	  also	  aid	  us	  in	  expressing	  our	  non-‐social	  components.	  They	  provide	  

boundary	  constraints	  within	  which	  we	  may	  express	  our	  individuality	  safely.	  

Moreover,	  rituals	  guide	  the	  expression	  of	  desires	  and	  passions,	  particularly	  in	  

stressful	  situations.“	  (294)	  
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A	  final	  aspect	  of	  ritual	  that	  is	  important	  to	  mention	  is	  its	  close	  relationship	  to	  

theatre.	  Both	  are	  forms	  of	  story	  telling,	  both	  are	  scripted,	  have	  costumes,	  sets	  and	  

props	  and	  both	  can	  be	  powerful	  agents	  of	  healing	  and	  transformation.	  	  With	  theatre,	  

an	  audience	  watches	  a	  story	  acted	  out	  on	  stage.	  Though	  it	  is	  not	  a	  real	  event,	  the	  

audience	  nonetheless	  may	  experience	  real	  emotions.	  Through	  the	  emotions	  evoked	  

by	  the	  play	  the	  audience	  has	  the	  opportunity	  to	  experience	  their	  own	  healing.	  The	  

fact	  that	  it	  is	  only	  a	  play	  creates	  sau3d ihc usn3n n ?6M??n3n n ?6 iplayc ? ?puu ieue
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catharsis	  as	  they	  spoke	  deeply	  to	  unresolved	  or	  unexpressed	  feelings	  of	  violence,	  

love,	  betrayal	  and	  of	  course	  grief	  stored	  as	  unconscious	  content	  in	  the	  minds	  of	  

members	  of	  the	  audience.	  	  

Ritual	  may	  provide	  similar	  experiences	  of	  catharsis,	  but	  unlike	  theatre	  where	  

audience	  and	  actor	  are	  separate,	  in	  ritual	  everyone	  is	  part	  of	  the	  enactment.	  The	  

Rites	  provide	  the	  script	  through	  which	  the	  participants	  express	  their	  grief	  and	  

through	  the	  performance	  of	  the	  Rites,	  healing	  and	  release	  is	  possible.	  Playing	  a	  role	  

in	  ritual	  may	  provide	  a	  kind	  of	  safety	  that	  allows	  the	  participants	  to	  fully	  immerse	  in	  

the	  emotion	  without	  becoming	  overwhelmed.	  	  Space	  is	  created	  by	  the	  Rites	  to	  allow	  

the	  participants	  to	  be	  with	  their	  feelings	  without	  the	  danger	  of	  feeling	  overwhelmed.	  	  	  

68'+079#F%&'(2#'(#+,7+#G,'1,#-02+#F%#5%9%72%:H#5%71,%2#.099#:%I%9";-%(+#'(#
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So	  how	  do	  the	  Rites	  act	  as	  a	  process	  for	  healing	  and	  transformation?	  Hsun	  Tsu	  tells	  

us	  that	  the	  rites	  are	  “to	  provide	  the	  means	  to	  express	  grief.”	  Simply	  put,	  in	  order	  to	  

be	  healthy,	  one	  has	  to	  feel	  and	  release	  their	  grief.	  Blocked	  feelings	  block	  energy	  

which	  blocks	  health	  physically,	  emotionally,	  spiritually	  and	  psychologically.	  	  	  

	  

An	  interesting	  joining	  of	  psychology	  and	  phy
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In	  “A	  Discussion	  of	  the	  Rites”	  Hsun	  Tzu	  describes	  the	  moment	  of	  death	  and	  a	  typical	  

response	  as	  though	  he	  is	  speaking	  to	  us	  today.	  The	  denial	  and	  disavowel	  –	  responses	  

Kubler-‐Ross	  and	  Freud	  describe,	  were	  clearly	  part	  of	  the	  emotional	  landscape	  in	  

Ancient	  China.	  	  

	  

When	  the	  silk	  floss	  is	  held	  up	  to	  the	  dead	  man’s	  nose	  to	  make	  certain	  that	  he	  

is	  no	  longer	  breathing,	  then	  the	  loyal	  subject	  or	  the	  filial	  son	  realizes	  that	  his	  

lord	  or	  parent	  is	  very	  sick	  indeed,	  and	  yet	  he	  cannot	  bring	  himself	  to	  order	  

the	  articles	  needed	  for	  laying	  in	  the	  coffin	  or	  the	  dressing	  of	  the	  corpse.	  

Weeping	  and	  trembling,	  he	  still	  cannot	  stop	  hoping	  that	  the	  dead	  will	  

somehow	  come	  back	  to	  life;	  he	  has	  not	  yet	  ceased	  to	  treat	  the	  dead	  man	  as	  

living.	  (98)	  

	  

After	  addressing	  the	  first	  moment,	  the	  realization	  of	  death,	  Hsun	  Tzu	  lays	  out	  how	  

the	  mourner	  is	  to	  proceed.	  
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Though	  time	  is	  being	  allotted	  for	  preparation,	  there	  is	  also	  time	  and	  space	  being	  

provided	  for	  the	  mourners	  to	  process	  the	  initial	  loss	  and	  work	  through	  the	  first	  

stage	  of	  grief;	  denial.	  This	  is	  a	  clear	  example	  of	  form	  (The	  Rites)	  containing	  the	  grief	  

process.	  	  The	  Rites	  allow	  room	  to	  explore	  and	  be	  with	  the	  loss.	  	  They	  also	  allow	  

permission	  for	  the	  mourner	  to	  be	  still	  and	  be	  with	  his	  or	  her	  grief.	  The	  impulse	  to	  

get	  back	  to	  work	  in	  order	  to	  avoid	  feeling	  fully	  the	  loss	  is	  not	  possible	  because	  it	  is	  

not	  part	  of	  the	  Rites.	  In	  ancient	  China	  it	  would	  be	  unthinkable	  to	  be	  so	  disrespectful	  

to	  the	  dead.	  Anxiety	  around	  facing	  deep	  feelings	  may	  surface,	  but	  this	  is	  expected	  

and	  provided	  for	  in	  the	  form.	  There	  is	  no	  choice	  but	  to	  stay	  in	  the	  process	  and	  be	  

with	  the	  feelings.	  At	  no	  point	  is	  anyone	  encouraged	  to	  get	  on	  with	  it	  or	  get	  back	  to	  

work.	  Even	  if	  in	  some	  ways	  getting	  back	  to	  work	  might	  be	  preferred.	  	  

	  

Hsun	  Tzu	  tells	  us	  repeatedly,	  that	  the	  rites	  detailed	  instruction,	  “is	  all	  done	  in	  order	  

to	  emphasize	  the	  feeB3ge Yü i	  rc egs	  of	  grief”p	  	  
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way	  one	  would	  send	  off	  the	  living	  and	  to	  make	  sure	  both	  the	  living	  and	  the	  

dead,	  the	  beginning	  and	  the	  end	  are	  attended	  to	  –	  this	  is	  the	  rule	  of	  ritual	  

principle	  and	  the	  teaching	  of	  the	  Confucian	  School.	  (105)	  

	  

In	  the	  funeral	  rites	  “the	  dead	  are	  treated	  as	  though	  dead	  and	  yet	  as	  though	  still	  alive,	  

as	  though	  gone,	  and	  yet	  as	  though	  still	  present.	  Beginning	  and	  end	  are	  thereby	  

unified.”	  (103)	  This	  blurring	  of	  the	  lines	  between	  life	  and	  death	  is	  played	  out	  in	  the	  

Rites	  in	  symbolic	  and	  literal	  ways.	  	  Is	  it	  possible	  that	  this	  unity,	  holding	  two	  states,	  

provided	  psychological	  space	  for	  a	  time	  of	  transition	  for	  the	  survivors	  to	  move	  

through	  one	  or	  more	  of	  the	  stages	  of	  grief?	  

	  

When	  a	  person	  first	  dies	  the	  hair	  and	  body	  are	  washed,	  food	  is	  placed	  in	  the	  mouth,	  

the	  ears	  closed	  with	  silk	  floss,	  raw	  rice	  is	  put	  in	  the	  mouth	  and	  the	  mouth	  stopped	  

with	  dried	  cowry	  shell.	  The	  body	  is	  dressed	  with	  underwear	  and	  three	  layers	  of	  

outer	  garments,	  a	  sash	  but	  no	  sash	  buckle,	  the	  hair	  is	  arranged,	  but	  no	  hat	  is	  added.	  	  

The	  name	  of	  the	  deceased	  is	  put	  on	  a	  wooden	  tablet	  so	  the	  coffin	  will	  not	  be	  lacking	  

a	  name.	  Articles	  added	  to	  the	  coffin	  are	  incomplete.	  Jars	  and	  wine	  f
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2.	  On	  the	  third	  day	  there	  was	  the	  (slighter)	  dressing	  (of	  the	  corpse).	  While	  

the	  body	  was	  on	  the	  couch	  it	  was	  called	  the	  corpse;	  when	  it	  was	  put	  into	  the	  

coffin,	  it	  was	  called	  kiû.	  	  

	  

Here	  the	  body	  is	  given	  a	  new	  name.	  This	  moment	  creates	  a	  shift,	  separating	  the	  

living	  and	  the	  dead.	  The	  body	  on	  the	  couch	  may	  have	  been	  part	  of	  this	  world	  but	  

once	  in	  the	  coffin	  it	  becomes	  part	  of	  the	  next.	  This	  tiny	  shift	  introduces	  a	  next	  step	  in	  

the	  process:	  	  

	  

At	  the	  moving	  of	  the	  corpse,	  and	  lifting	  up	  of	  the	  coffin,	  (the	  son)	  wailed	  and	  

leaped,	  times	  without	  number.	  Such	  was	  the	  bitterness	  of	  his	  heart,	  and	  the	  

pain	  of	  his	  thoughts,	  so	  did	  his	  grief	  and	  sorrow	  fill	  his	  mind	  and	  agitate	  his	  

spirit,	  that	  he	  bared	  his	  arms	  and	  leaped,	  seeking	  by	  the	  movement	  of	  his	  

limbs	  to	  obtain	  some	  comfort	  to	  his	  heart	  and	  relief	  to	  his	  spirit.	  	  

	  

The	  women	  could	  not	  bare	  their	  arms,	  and	  therefore	  they	  (merely)	  pushed	  

out	  the	  breast,	  and	  smote	  upon	  their	  hearts,	  moving	  their	  feet	  with	  a	  sliding,	  

hopping	  motion,	  and	  with	  a	  constant,	  heavy	  sound,	  like	  the	  crumbling	  away	  

of	  a	  wall.	  The	  expression	  of	  grief,	  sorrow,	  and	  deep-‐seated	  pain	  was	  extreme;	  

hence	  it	  is	  said,	  'With	  beating	  of	  the	  breast	  and	  movement	  of	  the	  feet,	  did	  

they	  sorrowfully	  accompany	  the	  body;	  so	  they	  escorted	  it	  away.’	  When	  (the	  

mourners)	  went,	  accompanying	  the	  coffin	  (to	  the	  grave),	  they	  looked	  

forward,	  with	  an	  expression	  of	  eagerness,	  as	  if	  they	  were	  following	  some	  one,	  

and	  unable	  to	  get	  up	  to	  him.	  When	  returning	  to	  wail,	  they	  looked	  

disconcerted,	  as	  if	  they	  were	  seeking	  some	  one	  whom	  they	  could	  not	  find.	  

Hence,	  when	  escorting	  (the	  coffin),	  they	  appeared	  full	  of	  affectionate	  desire;	  

when	  returning,	  they	  appeared	  full	  of	  perplexity.	  They	  had	  sought	  the	  

(deceased),	  and	  could	  not	  find	  him;	  they	  entered	  the	  gate,	  and	  did	  not	  see	  

him;	  they	  went	  up	  to	  the	  hall,	  and	  still	  did	  not	  see	  him;	  they	  entered	  his	  

chamber,	  and	  still	  did	  not	  see	  him;	  he	  was	  gone;	  he	  was	  dead;	  they	  should	  see	  

him	  again	  nevermore.	  Therefore	  they	  wailed,	  wept,	  beat	  their	  breasts,	  and	  
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leaped,	  giving	  full	  vent	  to	  their	  sorrow,	  before	  they	  ceased.	  Their	  minds	  were	  

disappointed,	  pained,	  fluttered,	  and	  indignant.	  They	  could	  do	  nothing	  more	  

with	  their	  wills;	  they	  could	  do	  nothing	  but	  continue	  sad.	  (XXXll)	  

	  

The	  ritual	  enactment	  of	  leave	  taking	  speaks	  powerfully	  to	  the	  unconscious	  and	  

provides	  satisfaction	  to	  deeper	  levels	  of	  uncertainty	  and	  fear.	  Those	  participating	  in	  

the	  Rites	  are	  working	  with	  and	  in	  the	  act	  of	  simultaneously	  allowing	  the	  deceased	  to	  

move	  on	  while	  allowing	  themselves	  to	  let	  the	  dead	  person	  go.	  The	  line	  “they	  could	  

do	  nothing	  more	  with	  their	  wills:	  they	  could	  do	  nothing	  but	  continue	  sad”	  is	  poetic	  

instruction	  in	  surrender,	  acceptance	  and	  letting	  go.	  No	  act	  of	  will	  can	  bring	  the	  dead	  

back,	  no	  bargaining	  -‐	  another	  stage	  of	  grief	  –	  can	  change	  what	  is.	  There	  is	  nothing	  to	  

be	  done	  but	  feel	  sorrow	  and	  mourn.	  	  

	  

In	  another	  sense,	  this	  ritual	  enactment	  could	  help	  to	  avoid	  the	  melancholia	  Freud	  

spoke	  of.	  Feelings	  of	  rejection	  and/or	  abandonment,	  a	  sense	  of	  being	  left,	  may	  be	  

alleviated	  by	  empowering	  the	  person	  experiencing	  loss,	  through	  participation	  in	  the	  

preparation	  of	  the	  body	  and	  delivering	  the	  dead	  to	  his	  or	  her	  new	  dwelling.	  The	  

mourner	  would	  be	  working	  symbolically	  at	  a	  deep	  emotional	  and	  psychological	  level	  

using	  the	  rules	  of	  the	  Mourning	  Rites	  to	  provide	  a	  path	  through	  the	  stages	  of	  denial,	  

(and	  disavowel)	  perhaps	  even	  bargaining	  or	  anger.	  At	  a	  conscious
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has	  been	  discussed.	  However,	  the	  Li	  Ki	  also	  includes	  instructions	  in	  the	  event	  that	  

one	  could	  not	  attend.	  	  

	  

14.	  When	  one	  heard	  of	  the	  mourning	  rites,	  and	  it	  was	  impossible	  (in	  his	  

circumstances)	  to	  hurry	  to	  be	  present	  at	  them,	  he	  wailed	  and	  gave	  full	  vent	  to	  

his	  grief.	  He	  then	  asked	  the	  particulars,	  and	  (on	  hearing	  them)	  wailed	  again,	  

and	  gave	  full	  vent	  to	  his	  grief.	  He	  then	  made	  a	  place	  (for	  his	  mourning)	  where	  

he	  was,	  tied	  up	  his	  hair,	  bared	  his	  arms,	  and	  went	  through	  the	  leaping.”	  (Book	  

XXXl)	  

!

In	  this	  way,	  the	  mourner	  could	  participate	  along	  with	  family	  and	  friends	  with	  The	  

Rites	  helping	  to	  facilitate	  feelings	  of	  connection	  and	  inclusion	  despite	  physical	  

distance.	  Because	  grief	  can	  feel	  isolating,	  this	  kind	  of	  connecting	  could	  have	  

provided	  a	  feeling	  of	  safety	  to	  be	  alone	  with	  deep	  and	  intense	  feelings.	  This	  is	  a	  very	  

significant	  issue	  as	  it	  illustrates	  the	  power	  of	  the	  Rites	  to	  act	  as	  a	  container	  beyond	  

the	  boundaries	  of	  proximity.	  Here	  the	  Rites	  themselves	  transcend	  physical	  place	  and	  

distance.	  	  

	  

J,"#7-#*#("G#+,7+#D"0E5%#&"(%K#
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This	  is	  a	  question	  that	  accompanies	  loss.	  When	  one	  dons	  the	  mourning	  garb	  one-‐

steps	  into	  a	  role,	  an	  identity	  and	  a	  place	  to	  be.	  While	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  ritual	  

mourning	  garb	  was	  primarily	  symbolic	  -‐	  the	  frayed	  sackcloth	  for	  example,	  had	  “an	  

unpleasant	  appearance,	  and	  served	  to	  show	  outwardly	  the	  internal	  distress.”	  (Book	  

XXXlV)	  	  the	  mourning	  garb	  was	  also	  a	  costume	  that	  signified	  a	  role.	  Having	  a	  role	  to	  

play	  in	  the	  ritual	  provided	  validation	  and	  affirmation	  of	  relationship	  and	  identity.	  It	  

also	  provided	  safety.	  	  In	  the	  case	  of	  total	  overwhelm,	  the	  role	  and	  the	  costume	  –	  the	  

mourning	  garb	  creates	  a	  slight	  emotional	  distance	  and	  therefore,	  becomes	  a	  place	  of	  

safety	  and	  containment.	  If	  a	  person	  is	  shattered,	  the	  clothing	  u3g iIc 1u3g ifc u3a i	  c 1u3g iac 1u3agu3g irc u
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and	  honest	  way	  to	  achieve	  letting	  go.	  This	  aspect	  of	  the	  Rites	  is	  rich	  in	  symbolism	  

and	  theatricality.	  The	  once	  adored	  becoming	  daily	  an	  assault	  to	  the	  senses,	  the	  

wished	  for	  return	  of	  the	  loved	  one	  is	  now	  replaced	  with	  the	  desire	  to	  let	  go	  and	  

allow	  the	  body	  to	  be	  buried.	  This	  lengthy	  period	  of	  time	  combined	  with	  the	  visible,	  

measurable	  reality	  of	  death	  must	  certainly	  have	  helped	  those	  grieving	  to	  come	  to	  a	  

natural	  phase	  of	  acceptance	  and	  letting	  go.	  Freud’s	  cathexis	  is	  not	  complete,	  

however,	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  the	  work	  toward	  the	  withdrawal	  of	  energy	  sent	  out	  to	  

the	  lost	  love	  object	  would	  have	  taken	  place	  while	  living	  with	  the	  deceased.	  	  This	  

coexistence,	  the	  dead	  and	  the	  living	  inhabiting	  the	  same	  space,	  may	  seem	  to	  be	  a	  

temporary	  blurring	  of	  the	  boundaries	  between	  the	  worlds,	  a	  powerful	  image	  that	  

speaks	  eloquently	  to	  the	  unity	  of	  life	  and	  death	  as	  part	  of	  the	  same	  continuum.	  Might	  

it	  not	  also	  speak	  to	  the	  psyche	  and	  the	  processes	  of	  denial,	  bargaining,	  grief,	  anger	  

and	  acceptance?	  In	  western	  culture	  where	  typically	  the	  body	  is	  taken	  away	  almost	  

immediately,	  
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come	  to	  an	  end	  and	  the	  moment	  has	  arrived	  to	  return	  to	  one’s	  daily	  life?	  

(106)	  

	  

Though	  the	  period	  of	  time	  allotted	  for	  grieving	  parents	  and	  rulers	  is	  predicated	  on	  

the	  cycle	  of	  a	  year,	  perhaps	  there	  is	  another	  cycle	  the	  three-‐year	  period	  is	  based	  on.	  I	  

cannot	  help	  but	  wonder	  if	  the	  three-‐year	  period	  that	  the	  child	  grieves	  the	  parent	  is	  a	  

reflection	  of	  the	  three-‐year	  period	  that	  the	  parent	  carries	  the	  child	  from	  birth.	  The	  

cycle	  of	  life,	  birth	  and	  death,	  is	  completed	  through	  a	  kind	  of	  reciprocity	  with	  the	  

child	  once	  carried,	  now	  carrying	  and	  processing	  grief	  for	  the	  parent.	  	  My	  curiosity	  

and	  wonder	  about	  this	  lens	  through	  which	  to	  view	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  three-‐year	  

period	  is	  based	  on	  the	  Attachment	  Theory	  pioneered	  by	  John	  Bowlby	  and	  Mary	  

Ainsworth.	  

	  

When	  the	  Rites	  dictate	  the	  end	  of	  the	  period	  of	  mourning,	  it	  is	  not	  suggested	  that	  

grief	  has	  ended,	  but	  that	  the	  focus	  must	  now	  change.	  Using	  the	  metaphor	  of	  the	  deep	  

wound,	  enough	  healing	  has	  occurred	  that	  one	  can	  return	  to	  the	  world	  without	  risk	  

of	  infection	  or	  further	  wounding.	  	  
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Intense	  and	  powerful	  feelings	  such	  as	  grief	  can	  change	  or	  transform	  the	  individual	  

either	  for	  good	  or	  ill,	  depending	  on	  how	  the	  individual	  deals	  with	  the	  experience.	  

In	  few	  other	  situations	  are	  people	  more	  vulnerable	  and	  exposed	  in	  their	  capacity	  to	  

feel,	  respond	  and	  manage	  themselves,	  than	  in	  situations	  involving	  death	  and	  loss.	  

Grief,	  loss	  and	  mourning	  have	  been	  studied	  and	  discussed	  as	  experiences	  that	  can	  

literally	  shatter	  and	  dissemble	  the	  one	  grieving.	  Though	  shattering	  is	  painful	  in	  the	  

extreme,	  when	  our	  shattered	  self	  is	  brought	  back	  together,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  this	  

devastation,	  this	  shattering	  may	  result	  in	  a	  new	  person	  –	  as	  Joan	  Berzoff	  writes	  in	  

her	  essay	  "#$%!#&'()*+&,'-./%!0'-1&%!+*!2&.%*3!4!"grief	  changes	  the	  individual	  on	  an	  

emotional	  and	  psychological	  level.	  	  After	  the	  experience	  of	  being	  shattered	  a	  new	  

person	  can	  emerge	  from	  the	  experience”	  She	  states	  “While	  Freud	  was	  the	  first	  
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