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Bench Dragon Ever-living:

Using Ritual Design to Shape the Localized Mode of Tree Burial in China
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ABSTRACT

Although tree burial has been proposed for decades, it is not yet widely accepted in China, mainly
due to the lack of recognition of its embedded ecological ethics and the not fully localized practice.
The article suggests that localizing tree burial activities in China should consider regional urban-rural
relationship and combine tomb-sweeping activities with the renewal of local traditional ceremonies in
rural areas, thus engaging urban residents.

The site selected in this article, Youlong Village of Anhui Province, is located at the origin of the
Xin’an River, which is an endowed advantage to attract downstream urban residents. Taking the Bench
Dragon as the case study subject, the article analyzes its existing ritual sections and spatial nodes to
sort out its ritual structure. Based on this analysis, the article proposes a design of the ritual sections
and the marching route of the Bench Dragon for the Chinese Tomb-sweeping Festival, guiding the
place-making of tree burial sites and the development of daily management strategies for the ritual
landscape.

Appropriate ritual design in rural areas can help perforate the evaluation items in strictly categorized
cultural ecosystem services, which, through embodiment, calls for a holistic landscape experience.
Additionally, ritual design is supposed to activate the potential aesthetic value in the countryside today,
while the ecological ethics it carries may also introduce new meanings to the traditional view of life and
death in Chinese culture, ultimately opening a new horizon for contemporary rural construction.

HIGHLIGHTS

» The method of structural analysis and re-composition can transform traditional ceremonies into
renewable cultural resources

» The productive landscape in rural areas may accumulate its place spirit through ritual behaviors
occurred on festival occasions

+ Ritual design focuses on the issue of embodiment and has the agency of perforating the disparate
evaluation categories in cultural ecosystem services
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1 Introduction

Under the pressure caused by land use and more, Chinese local
governments have made great efforts to promote ecological burials
in recent years, in which tree burial® is foregrounded as a typical
example. However, its implementation process has faced social

B Fundamentally, the cause may be that tree burial

resistance
has not been localized yet in conformity to traditional Chinese
view of life and death. Geographically, tree burial cemeteries are
often found in cities but less in rural areas. Apparently, the current
planning of ecological funeral facilities lacks the consideration of
urban residents’ need for tomb-sweeping at the level of regional
urban-rural relationship®.

If tomb-sweeping activity were regarded as an opportunity for
urban residents’ return to the countryside, then setting up tree
burial sites in rural areas would have the potential of reinforcing
the spiritual bond between urban and rural residents. Through
bodily involvement, the localized design of tree burial sites situates
the collective behavior on festival occasions to drive place-making.
Using the custom of “Bench Dragon” (#z% J¥) held on the Lantern
Festival in Youlong Village as an example, this research attempts
to construct a new version of its ceremony@ for the Tomb-
sweeping Festival, so that the original cultural meaning of Bench
Dragon could be expanded. Potentially, such renewal of burial
tradition would bring new ecosystem services, which would play
an irreplaceable role in both saving land resources and updating

Different from the traditional tree 1.
burial practiced in China which

places the remains of the deceased

on a tree for weathering, the tree

burial in this article refers to a sort

Youlong Village is located in a long
and narrow valley, and the ancestors
of the villagers are believed to be the
warfare refugees from the North at
the end of Tang Dynasty.

of ecological interment, in which the

remains are placed in a degradable

vessel and co-planted with a young

tree as the nutriment, ultimately

returning to nature in all.

In this article, all activities about the

“Bench Dragon” custom are referred

to as “ceremony,” while “ritual”

is used for broader discussions

on the design objectives involving

“ceremony.”
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funeral ethics. The ecological tomb-sweeping culture led by the
ritual design of Bench Dragon would also improve social well-
being in common for urban and rural residents.

2 Investigation on Site Condition and Ceremony of
Youlong Village

Youlong Village is located in Hecheng Town of Xiuning
County in Huangshan City, Anhui Province of China. The forest
coverage rate of the town reaches up to 96%, and there is a large
number of aged trees in local conservation, providing a high
biodiversity!”"®. Therefore, large-scale tourism development
is strictly regulated. The northern slope of the nearby Liugujian
Mountain is considered the main origin of the Xin’an River, which
constitutes a unique geographical advantage of Youlong Village
as irreplaceable landscape resource. Historically, Youlong Village
was located in the ancient Huizhou region. The Hui-Rao Ancient
Trail ran across the village toward the ancient Raozhou area in the
west, on which a huge amount of goods were once transported
by carrying poles'®. Today, the planting and initial processing of
organic tea are the main income sources of local villagers. In terms
of topography, Youlong Village is situated in a valley that stretches
from northeast to southwest (Fig. 1), generally maintaining
the historical spatial pattern of residence and production—
contiguous residential houses and vegetable plots occupy the
central position, while tea estates are located on the slopes of
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surrounding hills (Fig. 2).

Youlong Village is known for the annual Huizhou Bench Dragon
held during the Lantern Festival as a tourism program (Fig. 3). The
ceremony evolves from the ancient ritual that prays for rain against
harsh natural conditions—few arable plots within hilly areas. It has
lasted for more than 500 years and was formally enlisted as one of
the Intangible Cultural Heritages in China in 2021"",

Research in social sciences points out that a ceremony is

3 The term “milieu” used in this
research denotes a term in
Buddhism (“"baddha- sima” in
Pali language), which means a
tied-off territory and shelter for a
community. In the context of ritual
study, the milieu of Youlong Village
refers to not only the physical
environment but also an invisible
territory that is inhabited and
protected by spirits.
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2. Theland use
categories of
Youlong Village
mainly include tea
estates, farmland,
and residential
areas.

3. Thedragon’s head,
tail, and some
of the benches
are stored in the
ancestral hall of
the village when
the ceremony is
not held.

The iconic topography covered
by bamboo forest on top that
backdrops the village

Tea estate
Farmland
Residential area
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Hydrology

a combination of non-functional procedural movements with
symbolic meanings'™. The whole ceremony of Bench Dragon
consists of three sections: initiation, procession, and coiling of
the dragon (i.e. ®2J¥, Ji# ¥, and £ J¥, respectively), which embody
the villagers’ wish for favorable weather, safety, and prosperity™.
As shown in Figure 4, the ceremony team mainly marches across
“tea estates and farmland,” “residential milieu of village,”® and

“tea hills.” The dragon’s body consists of specially-made benches
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kept by each household on non-festival days. The number of
participating benches varies yearly from 60 to 120"". At the start
of the ceremony for the Lantern Festival, the participants would
gather around the Temple of the Dragon King in the north-east of
the village before sunset, connect all benches by inserting wooden
sticks into the holes at two ends of each bench, and light up
candles in the lanterns on the benches as the initiation. The team
then marches with firework and gong and drum performance,
towards southwest and passes by the Monument of all solitary
graves, the Temple of the Rampant Five (Wu-Chang Temple), the
ancestral hall, and the Youlong Primary Schoo], finally arriving
outside the Ju Bridge and turning around to the residential area.
This section is known as the procession. Lastly, the team arrives at
a plot of open lawn near the Forest at water entrance, where the
dragon coils around a campfire. It takes about two hours to reach
the ceremony’s climax at this moment. After dragon coiling, the
head and the tail of dragon would be carried back to the ancestral
hall, and each bench would be taken back by the household to
which it belongs. Till the candles in lanterns burn out at midnight,
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the ceremony finally finishes.

Given the existing condition of the location and traditional
ceremony of Youlong Village, there is potential in invigorating the
communication between urban and rural areas along the Xin’an
River through ritual design. The local industry of organic tea could
also be integrated with the design of tree burial sites, attracting the
downstream urban residents to travel upstream, thus benefiting
sustainable local development.

3 Ritual Design Proposal

3.1 The Ritual Design of Bench Dragon Ceremony

The design proposal is shaped around tree burial activities,
which in core demands the ritualization of tomb-sweeping. In
essence, this is a process of “inventing tradition” in modern
society'", The marching route of the ceremony is supported
by structured connotations, which could be understood clearly
through the visualized comparison of ritual structure (Fig. 5). The
new ceremony could be divided into the initiation, convergence, and
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1) To extend the marching route to the tea estates west of trees in the tea estates inspired the planting layout of the
the village and close to the Hui-Rao Ancient Trail (Fig. 6). This is proposed tree cemeteries. Thus, the route of the new ceremony
because the new ceremony considers the milieu of the village as starts at these tea estates.
a gradient field, which includes the natural environment for an 2) To change the direction and choreography of the ritual team
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in procession. Different from the original one, the new ceremony is
meant to commemorate for the deceased. Switching the marching
direction to west-to-east would further distinguish itself from the
original one (Fig. 7). Besides, in the new ceremony, the marching
members gather and depart as small groups at each tree burial
site, assemble the benches while converging into one team, and
enter the village, showing more flexibility and mobility than
assembling all benches at the initiation of the dragon. Participants
remain silent throughout the ceremony, with no fireworks or joyful
dragon coiling.

And 3) to treat all the deceased in fairness. While the ancestral
hall is set inside the village to secure the peacefulness of native
spirits, the Monument of all solitary graves is placed outside the
village for two reasons: to console the spirits of the outsiders
and to prevent them from entering the village milieu®. In the
modern view of life and death, however, it is rather conservative
to treat the deceased differently according to their birthplace. As
a response, the new ritual route turns around at the Monument to
pay sympathy to those strange traveling traders who passed away
in Youlong. Via such a route for collective procession, the graves of
the natives and travelers are connected across the village (Fig. 8).

According to Catherine Bell, the key of ritualization strategies
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9. In the tree cemetery on the tea hill, the burial points are set in matrix, each planted
with a tree as the starting point of the procession on the Tomb-sweeping Festival.

lies in the body, embedded within the dynamics of the body
defined with a symbolically structured environment". Since all
participants of the Bench Dragon Ceremony have to carry their
benches all the time, which considerably restricts the dynamics of
their body in actual operation, the strategies above only take the
overall procession of ritual team into account and therefore lack
detailed design at the scale of an individual. For other ceremonies,
the final performance would be richer in effect, if individual
movement could be choreographed in a more specific manner.

3.2 The Ethical Lesson Given by Rural Ecosystem

When designing the tree cemeteries on tea hills, the proposal
intends to let ritual occasion drive place-making. Tree cemeteries
do not merely provide spaces for tomb-sweeping, but also make
up the main scenes that backdrop ritual behaviors. In these
cemeteries, the memorial trees, nourished by the remains of the
deceased, are planted in rows of tea (Camellia sinensis) bushes by
an interval of 30 meters, forming a matrix as the starting points
of the ceremony (Fig. 9). Therefrom, the originally production-
oriented site would evolve into a unique ritual place because of the
periodical ritual occasion. The memorial trees and the surrounding
tea bushes are adopted by the family members of the deceased,
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forming a symbiotic relationship on the same hill that ultimately
becomes part of the ecosystem of Youlong Village.

The traditional view of life and death in Chinese culture is
influenced by practical rationality, in which the comfort for the
death of an individual should come from his/her consanguinity
in the clan. In traditional Chinese custom, death is avoided in
discourse of daily life, even disguised as “life in another world”
in funeral, so that a sense of “everliving” is set up in the clan,
especially in rural society'?. The classic Xi Ci I of I-Ching (The Book
of Change) explains that the interchange between Yin and Yang
leads to ever-living. In this proposal, the involvement of the lost life
in the operation of the macro ecosystem exactly means a complete
exchange of Yin and Yang. From the perspective of ethics, the design
idea of sustainability also extends the ritual connotation from the
original “rain-praying” to a more profound philosophical idea of
“ever-living,” which annotates the traditional view of life and death

in a modern way.

3.3 The Daily Management of Landscape

Besides ritual design, daily landscape management on site is
also vital, through which effective integration of ceremony with
local industries could produce an economic spillover effect. As
for the ritual props, the proposed bench appears more rounded
than the current one, and the updated lantern is foldable and
easy to take along as souvenirs. Regarding site management, the
adopted tea bushes and memorial trees would be looked after by
local villagers. When the Tomb-sweeping Festival comes, family
members of the deceased could engage in tea harvesting and tasting
before the ceremony, while hiking and tomb-sweeping bring about
new cultural value to the Hui-Rao Ancient Trail (Fig. 10). When
urban residents from the Xin’an River, Fuchun River, and Qiantang
River visit Youlong Village to enjoy the tea brewed with the spring
water from the rivers’ origin, the daily managed landscapes are
likely to recall a spatiotemporal connection between the water use
downstream and the memorial ceremony upstream.

4 Discussion

4.1 The Agency of Ceremony that Perforates Evaluation
Categories
In recent years, scholars from China have been building
knowledge about cultural ecosystem services in rural areas and
attempted to propose a more localized system to utilize these
services!"*""*, The categorized evaluation criteria, a paradigm
that constitutes cultural ecosystem services, are beneficial to
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appear by two sides of the Hui-Rao Ancient Trail. The ceremony on Tomb-sweeping
Festival also allows for more synthetic programming of onsite production and
recreation.

refining research works, but also likely to break the wholeness of
landscape experience. It would perform poorly if applied rigidly
in design practice, such as the improvement of rural landscape
performance®.

First of all, such evaluation criteria assume that human uses
landscape in a number of fixed ways, implying a framework of
ecosystem services that emphasizes the duality between ecological
system and cultural system, while ignoring the fact that cultural
ecosystem services are outcomes co-produced by human and
the environment!®. Second, human in reality usually perceives
and experiences landscapes in an embodied form, in which his/
her body and mind constantly interact with the environment
and culture”. This requires introducing the body as a design
objective in addition to the environment—one solution is the

design centered on ritual occasions, which highly concentrates

© Chen Jiacheng
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on the embodiment of procedural performance of collective
behaviors, linking the connotations of the related landscapes

and guiding the participants to perceive them. In this manner,
items of all categories in the ecosystem service evaluation criteria
could perform harmoniously in a ritualized body-environment

relation".

4.2 A New Vision for Contemporary Rural Construction
Corresponding to the categories of “aesthetic inspiration,”

» o«

“cultural identity,” “spiritual experience,” and so on in cultural
ecosystem services, there is a fairly long tradition of picking out
sceneries and giving them names in Chinese culture®. Such
enumeration of scenery commonly picks Eight Sceneries, which

is advocated by some scholars as a planning method even for
today'’. In history, the Eight Sceneries in Youlong Village were
Tiger Head Mountain, Elegant Mountaintop, Tablet Stone, Waterfall
Spring, Tiger Spring, Elephant Mound, Luoxing Mound, and Stone
Gate, which defined sceneries of aesthetic value from a literati’s
perspective[zol. More often than not, however, the enumeration of
sceneries is reduced to a postured play on words, which cannot
reflect the rich connotations of contemporary sceneries and
deviates from a truthful human-land relationship. Indeed, it would
be too conservative to follow this planning method and forge “Eight
New Sceneries.”

To activate the contemporary aesthetic value of ancient villages,
the designer could examine rural areas from the perspective of
Anthropology, editing the selected human behavior through design
and maintaining it by certain mechanisms of management. Such
design agenda does not carry a viewfinder, but deeply engages
local communities to discover the stories of human livelihood,
extracting cultural values that advocate the functionality of rural
landscape from the rural lifestyle and material production. In
addition, it fully exploits the agency of inherited ceremony and
might expand the meaning of village life at the depth of collective
unconscious. While conserving the continuum of rural history,
such a working method also extends the aesthetic vision to realize
a holistic landscape experience.

5 Epilogue

The ecological metaphor observed in tree burials possesses
deep philosophical thinking, and its universal appeal is able to shift
the ethical views in traditional Chinese culture. For this purpose,
the renewal of a ceremony that has been long passed down in rural
areas could also help with the localization of tree burial culture in

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES



China, further establishing a long-term mechanism that connects
the festival life of urban and rural residents at watershed scale.
When these changes were achieved, the rural culture of China might
sustain its local identity in the process of creating new memories.
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