

1
2100311	Amelia Price	
Sacrificial Rituals and Food in China

In popular Chinese religions, the worship of gods and ancestors takes the centre-stage within most aspects of religious life, and worship commonly occurred through sacrificial rituals. Ritual activities, such as sacrifice, are intended to maintain relationships with deities as they are used to open connections to the spirit realm, allowing communication between mortals and the divine or dead. 

Sacrificial rituals took place for several reasons, the most notable being to either appease spirits or to secure good fortune, including good health and victory against enemies. Often, ritual officers would experiment with several different performances and offerings in order to promote a successful line of communication, and so such rituals became elaborate ceremonies involving all the senses.
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1. The Sacrificial Procedure 

The sacrificial ritual brings both the sacrificial space and those within it back to the root, their primordial past, where the barrier between living mortals and the dead and divine can be broken if the ritual proves successful. Offerings were used to break this barrier and lure spirits into the sacrificial space, thus allowing for communication with them. Thus, offerings stimulated all the senses to provide a greater chance of the spirits’ presence, and ceremonies offered visual displays, music, food, and drink. The ritual was lead by a priest, who along with the participants would offer their sacrifices in the hopes of establishing contact with gods, ancestors, or ghosts.

1.1 The Value of Different Mediums

Sacrificial rituals and ceremonies did not remain the same throughout ancient China, with offerings changing and evolving over the centuries. Different cultures learned to appreciate and value different things, and so their ancestors evolved along with this. For example, the Zhou dynasty (1122 -221 BC) valued strong odours, and so they would offer fragrant drinks to deities before sacrificing a victim, whereas some cultures before this valued music and sound, and took to musical performances before offerings were made. 

This evolution is believed to be due to the exposure, or lack thereof, of individuals overtime to different sensory stimuli. Later civilisations would be subject to many more colours, tastes, and smells in comparison to earlier and more ancient Chinese cultures, and this would be reflected in the preferences of the spirits. 

2. Offerings of Food 

While sacrifices often relied on offerings of food prepared by humans, the palates of spirits appreciated something much different. It is thought that the senses of spirits operate at a much higher level than those of ordinary humans, and they are able to consume the energies that are hidden within the offerings through qi 氣, which translates roughly to vital force or energy.

The palate of the spirit also depended on where they were thought to have existed within the spiritual realm. Immediate ancestors were able to appreciate flavours much like the living, whereas distant ancestors preferred ethereal ingredients as they existed in a realm that was detached from human sensations such as taste. Therefore, some offerings of food were not related to the sensation of taste or the palate but of fragrance and qi, and so the offering of blood was highly valued during the sacrificial ritual, as it was thought to be full of qi due to its raw and bland nature. This was believed to be able to reach distant and impersonal spirits.

A particular offering that was central to most sacrificial rituals was a stew that incorporated all the important aspects and ingredients into one dish. Unseasoned stew, where no ingredient took precedence over another, was thought to reach the most distant spirits in the spiritual world due to its ability to be modified and blend with all other flavours. Other offerings with almost equal importance to the stew include simply water and raw fish due to their tasteless and unseasoned nature. 

3. Presentation and Etiquette

Due to the grand nature of sacrificial rituals and ceremonies, ancient Chinese rulers devised specific rules and etiquette that must be followed within the sacrificial space. These rules covered everything from the greeting of participants to the presentation of dishes, and emphasised social values in the human world as well as the hierarchy of the spirit world. 

Offerings were presented in bronze vessels, including tripods, cauldrons, and cooking vessels with intricate designs and arranged in order of importance. Some grain-based liquids were not only offered to the spirits but drank by humans who were believed to have been temporarily possessed by said spirits, typically direct male descendants. This meant that spirits were able to consume the offerings directly rather than consuming their qi, and the chances of successful communication were much higher. 

4. Sacrifice in Contemporary China

Sacrificial rituals and offerings consisting of food and drink still happen in modern day China, with some aspects still resembling the past. The offerings have been modified over the centuries, with offerings now consisting of fruit and steamed buns, but animals are still often involved in some way. The intentions of participants remain similar, in that they still ask for good health, but also economic success in the modern world. 

In addition to sacrifice, in China, food has always played an important role in other rituals like festivals and holidays, with individuals eating certain foods on holidays like Chinese New Year. 
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