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“Seat of Soul” in Ancient Rites:
Its Shape and Implications

Peng, Mei-ling*

Abstract

This article, by reviewing previous records and studies on the significance
and meaning of the Ya( 32 ) character shape, proposes that the shape of the “seat
of soul” in Confucian classics is closely associated with the Y a character shaped
tombs of the emperors and dukes mostly located in the desolate capita city of late
Shang Dynasty.

Y a character shaped tombs can be traced back to ancient China symbolic of
the creation of the universe. Similar shapes are found within temples, the layout
of imperial assembly halls ( 8§ & ) , or in the tombs of the emperors and dukes.
Ancient bronze artifacts al'so show these mysterious Y a shaped symbols. The seat
of soul appears to mimic the sacred Ya character shape. It is usually a wooden
object representing the dead, which is typically square in shape, with a hole in
the middle and four paths stretching outwards in order to house the spirits of the
departed. The hole in the middle is the anchoring point demonstrating the sacred
center where the departed resides. The stretching four paths symbolize the
gateway and the sense of authority of the emperors and dukes, and their spiritual
awareness and connection with the cosmos. Moreover, this article cites sources
from the classics for further supporting evidences, including “four-face Y ellow
Emperor” (& % W) ,“FangMing” (78]) and“ZuGui” (FL#£) .

Keywords: ancient rites, ancestral worship, seat of soul, Y a character shape, Ya
character shaped tomb
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