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Dedicating Alcohol Three Times (San-xian)
at Rituals in Tang China

EGAWA Shikibu

The purposes of this paper are to re-examine the nature and content of ritual dedica-
tion of alcohol to the God in Tang China, to clarify temporal changes in the bases of the
codes concerning rituals, and to consider their historical background. Dedication of
alcohol to the God was an important aspect of the religious rites of Tang China. Dedica-
tion took place either three times or once depending on the scale of rituals. The organ-
izer of a ritual dedicated alcohol to the god. He prayed in the process of communication
with the God. When the emperor himself directed a ritual, he performed the first dedica-
tion of alcohol. As to who performed the second and third dedications of alcohol, how-
ever, codes and actual practices differed. The difference became less subtle as time
passed.

The source of the codes concerning the three dedications of alcohol to the God at the
rites performed by the emperor as described in the Da Tang kai-yunan-li was a Han Dy-
nasty custom. It consisted of emperor’s first dedication, Tai-wei's second dedication, and
Guang-lu-xun’s last dedication. The Da Tang kai-yunan-li also defined that rituals per-
formed by the government officials should consist of the first dedication by Tai-wei, the
second by Tai-chang-qing, and the last by Guang-lu-qing. The author considers that this
definition was created based on the precedents in the Wei-Jin Period when rites per-
formed by the emperor did not take place.

Furthermore, the author looks into who actually dedicated alcohol at rituals in Tang
China. In the cases of rites performed by the emperor, no customary rules existed as to
who conducted the second and last dedications of alcohol until the reign of the Emperor
Rui Zong (684-696). During the Kai-yuan era (713-742), however, princes conducted the
second and last dedications. The custom became solidified later so that the crown prince
should conduct the second and last dedications. This indicates that government officials
were excluded from the rituals performed by the emperor; the participation in the rituals
became monopolized by the Li family. This seems in a sense that the national rituals
were transformed into family rituals of the Li’s. In reality, however, the sophistication
of a system of conducting ordinary rituals by governmental officials resulted in the
expansion of national rituals of the Tang Dynasty. In this sense, rites conducted by the
emperor should be viewed as a part of the national rituals.

Keywords: Tang China; Religious rituals; Dedication of alcohol to the god three times; Emperor;
Governmental officials; Da Tang kai-yunan-li
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