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Ancestral Rites, Chesa 

The Confucian rituals or ceremonies through which Koreans pay 
homage to their ancestors (chosang) are collectively known as 
chesa. The rites are an integral part of the Korean ethos which 
emphasizes a vertical order from the eldest down to the youngest 
including the dead down to the descendants. The rites are a reaf­
firmation of blood kinship between the living and the dead 
through which family ties are strengthened among the living. 

There are basically three types of chesa: kije, or death anniver­
sary commemoration, which is performed at midnight on the 
eve of the ancestor's death day; ch'mye, or holiday commemora­
tion, which is perfonned in the moming on certain holidays; 
and, myoje, or grave-side commemoration, which is perfOlmed 
when one visits the grave (myo). 

The kije and ch'arye involve the offering of food and drink to 
the ancestors. The ceremonies may vary slightly from family to 
family and region to region but there are some basic rules for the 
anangement of the litual table (ch'mye sang) and the process of 
ritual pelionnance. Celtain foods are placed on the east side of 
the table and certain foods on the west; for example, red huit is 
placed on the east side of the table and white on the west. The 
row of food closest to the officiants holds huit, the next row, 
vegetables, the next, thick soups, and a variety of meat and fish, 
and, at the far back, bowls of rice and soup and spoons and 
chopsticks. In front of the table is a table for an incense bumer 
and in front of it, a tray for wine. 

The ceremony begins when the eldest male in the family 
kneels down at the small table to burn incense. He stands up, 
bows deeply, head to floor, twice and then kneels again and 
pours three cups of wine into a bowl to symbolize the ancestor's 
descent to the offering table. Evelyone bows three times-two 
head-to-floor bows, and a light one, that is, bending the upper 
body in a fifteen degree angle. 

The eldest son then offers a cup of wine after rotating it three 
times in the incense smoke. He is usually assisted by a younger 
brother who pours the wine while he holds the cup. After the 


