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Most of the numerous Chinese folk customs have been carried on for several
hundred or even one thousand years. For all the historical upheavals and
~ geographical discrepancies, those customs remain almost the same both in form
and content. This book carefully selects 100 customs including daily life habits,
festival activities, customs for marriage, funeral, birth, and child-upbringing,
religious and sacrificial rites, business habits, and the like. They open a window on
the life of ancient Chinese people in both the concrete aspects and the spiritual
ones. With original selections from a few scores of literary classics from the Han
to the Qing Dynasty, this ook includes English translation besides modern
Chinese rendition and annotations.
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The Classics Bring a
Modern China to the World
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Publication Note

The Traditional Chinese Culture Classical Series originated from the
Chinese-English 100 Bilingual Series, the most popular one in the last two
decades of the 20th century in China. The series had so impressed
generations of English learners and admirers of Chinese culture that still
leaves a deep impression in readers’ mind. The books were their primary
reading materials of English language, resourceful teacher and intimate
friend, witnessing a perennial youth in pursuit of knowledge and success.

The series gradually came into being through the cooperation
between China Translation and Publication Corporation (CTPC) and Hong
Kong Commercial Press in 1980s and 1990s. The series was compiled
and translated together by a group of outstanding scholars and professors.

To bring the superb quality of the previous series into full play, CTPC
has put enormous effort in revising and reorganizing it, drawing from the
contributions by renowned translation scholars and experts in China. Their
critical assessment and compilation with regards to topics, original
selections, English translations, and overall layouts will surely stand to the
reader’s demand and create a new image of Chinese culture, that is, in
“The Traditional Chinese Culture Classical Series”.

The Traditional Chinese Culture Classical Series enjoys rich content
and realizes our reader-oriented principle. To these ends, we add modern
Chinese renditions, annotations, pronunciations, and highlighted classical
sentences while removing those obscure and tedious sections, in an
effort to make the series both popular and pragmatic.

Characteristic of holistic configuration and harmonious unity between
the fine format and the excellent content, the Traditional Chinese Culture
Classical Series will certainly be cherished by readers from both home and
abroad.
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Chinese Folk Customs is the fruit of the many years of my
teaching Chinese Folklore to students majoring in Teaching Chinese as
a Foreign Language and to classes in Chinese Folklore for International
Students. Folk customs manifest many aspects of a people: its culture,
ethical concepts, moral standards, values and aesthetic principles.
Chinese students studying their own traditions and customs can acquire
a deeper understanding of their nation’s culture and as a result develop
an appreciation and care for what is happening around them.
International students taking a course in Chinese customs can deepen
their insights into Chinese life and enhance their ability to
communicate interculturally. As a teacher, [ have over the years
surveyed many classic folklore compilations. As I have become more
engrossed in the study of these ancient writings, my natural response
has been a strong wish to share them with other readers. When the
editors invited me to compile this book, I was delighted as I could
fulfil my long-term desire to promote an interest in and an appreciation
of folk customs among the readers.

Folk customs, practices that have been passed down from
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generation to generation, constitute a valuable set of cultural
heirlooms. In this book, the reader will find that many folkways and
mores, still observed in our daily life, can be traced back hundreds, or
even thousands, of years. Despite the vicissitudes in history and despite
regional variations, many of the customs we observe today do not
differ materially from those of ancient times.

Chinese folk customs are formed under unique Chinese
geographical, social and historical environments and cultural traditions.
They therefore exhibit distinctive national characteristics. While
customs involving accommodation, clothing and feeding can best
illustrate the uniqueness of the material culture of the Chinese nation,
the importance attached to and the pursuit of reunion and happiness in
seasonal festivals emphasizing family reunion, such as the New Year’s
Eve Vigil, the Lantern Festival and the Mid-Autumn Festival, can well
reflect the mentality and spirit of the Chinese people. We can also feel
this distinctive spirit in matrimonial customs inspired by the desire for a
life of “blooming flowers and full moons (perfect conjugal bliss)”,
customs such as passing over bags as a quest for an offspring, showering
coins and dried fruit on newlyweds as a blessing, knotting the bride’s
with the bridegroom’s hair and drinking the wedding cup.

On the other hand, despite a penchant for blind faith in deities
and devotion to Buddhas, the Chinese people do not limit their
devotion to just one deity or spirit. Instead, they are practical enough

to worship a variety of deities. Consequently, whereas the birthday of
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Master Guan is a grand occasion, the incense-stick market in the West
Lake for the worship of other gods also becomes a scene of bustle and
excitement. In stores and ordinary households, one can easily find
people offering sacrifices to different types of deities all at the same
shrine, for example, Maitreya, the God of Wealth, the Longevity Star
and Master Guan. Basic practicality is another characteristic of Chinese
folk customs. Hanging Chinese mugwort and calamus by the door in
the Dragon Boat Festival to dispel the “five pests”, or the seasonal
hygienic habit of dusting at the Winter Soltice, customs involving
sanitation, are scientifically grounded. Displaying lanterns during the
Lantern Festival, racing boats in the Dragon Boat Festival, climbing
mountains on the Double Ninth — these practices have functions of
entertainment and physical exercise. Some ancient pregnancy, delivery
and child-rearing customs function to protect women and children. In
fact, prac ticality is an important factor in the survival of many
beneficial customs passed on from generation to generation.

Yet another characteristic of Chinese folk customs is their
primeval mysticism. Nuo dancing with hideous masks originated in
very ancient times. Libcra;ing souls from purgatory involves such
practices of observing the “sevenths” and celebrating “nether
birthdays”. These practices provide channels for the living to
communicate with the dead. Mysticism manifests itself most
distinctively in superstitions, sacrificial ceremonies, divinations and

taboos. Moreover, because of thousands of years of domination by
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feudalistic ideology, Chinese folk customs often assume feudal
characteristics. Feudal protocol and ideas, such as male superiorty, find
expression in marriage and funeral ceremonies and other social rites.

This book is a selection of a hundred examples of ancient Chinese
customs from dozens of classical works. They are rewritten in modern
Chinese and in English. Therefore this book is also a practical reader
presenting texts in ancient Chinese, modern Chinese and English. The
hundred pieces are classified in six categories:

— customs of seasonal festivals;

—customs of marriage, funeral, pregnancy, delivery and
child-rearing;

— customs concerning beliefs, worship and taboo;

— customs of socialization;

— customs involving clothing, food and architecture, and

— customs of commerce and trade.

Owing to limited space, this selection is only a fraction of the
abundance of material. However, as the Chinese saying goes, “one can
visualize a leopard from its spots”, these hundred passages provide a
glimpse of the material and spiritual life of the ancient Chinese people,
which is inspiring.

The translation of this book was undertaken by my colleague Ms.
Yao Hong, who during this period is teaching in the United States.
Though separated by thousands of miles, we found this first

cooperation of ours very pleasant. Here, we would like to express our
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heartfelt gratitude to Dr. William Donnelly of Grove City College

who offered much valuable advice on the translation.

Li Zhenyi
Shanghai, July 1996
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Chinese Folk Customs

Putting up the
Spring Scrolls®

Spring scrolls were originally called tao fu®. Commencing
with lunar December some scholars began to write these
scrolis under the eaves of the market stalls to earn some extra

money. New scrolls were gradually posted, after the
ceremonial sacrifices to the Kitchen God®, on doors, house

after house, giving the neighbourhood a fresh look.

Fucha Dunchong (Qing Dynasty):
Annual Records of the Capital

(& O\ &2
Notes

@ Putting up the spring scrolls: In the lunar new year, it is a custom to
post couplets written on red paper on doors. This is practised in all
parts of China. It ori-ginated from the custom of writing charms on
peach wood. (See P.145)

@ tao fir: In ancient times, during the Spring Festival, people hung up
two peachwood plaques on their doors. On the peach wood were
either a pair of portraits of the Door God or a couplet. Both were
intended to drive away evil spirits. After the Ming Dynasty the spells
were written on sheets of paper which were called spring scrolls.

@ Kitchen God: See P.67).
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Chinese Folk Customs

Chinese New
Year’s Eve

All the folk, nobles and commoners alike, clean up their
houses and their yards on Chinese New Year’s Eve. They also
put up a new portrait of the Door God® and a portrait of Zhong
Kui®, and glue on spring scrolls or nail up an inscribed peach-
wood plaque. They offer sacrifices to their ancestors, too.
When evening comes, they prepare joss sticks, fresh flowers
and offerings to welcome divinities and pray for a peaceful new
year.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

Notos

@ Door God: The custom of putting up a portrait of the Door God is
practised in all parts of China during the New Year celebrations.
The portrait is posted on the door of the main entrance to guard the
house against evil spirits and protect all living beings in the house.

@© Zhong Kui: a legendary spirit which specializes in catching and

consuming ghosts.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Happy Family
Reunion Dinner® and
New Year’s Eve Vigil ®

On the Chinese New Year’s Eve, sumptuous banquets
are prepared in each household. All the family members,
young and old, sit around the table, While at dinner, they re-
peatedly express good wishes for the new year. This feast is
called the New Year’s Eve Dinner, commonly known as the
Happy Family Reunion Dinner.

People stay awake throughout the Chinese New Year’s
Eve. All the older family members sit around the fireplace as the
children play games. This is the New Year’s Eve Vigil. A pair of
big candles are lit in the bedroom, their slender flames lighting
up the long night. A flower-like ash formed by the candlewick
presages good luck. The auspicious red candlelight illuminates
the surroundings until the first rays of the morning sun appear.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

® The Happy Family Reunion Dinner: or the New Year’s Eve
Dinner. The sumptuous dishes at this dinner all have auspicious

meanings. Dinner starts only when all the family members have
arrived. v

@ The New Year’s Eve Vigil: called shou sui, is a custom popularly
practised in all parts of China. After the New Year’s Eve dinner, all
the family members sit around with the candles lit, eating fruit and
snacks and playing games until late at night or early in the morning.
This custom signifies ringing out the old year and ringing in the
new. It also expresses wishes for the longevity of parents in the

family.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Ringing out the
Old Year®

Usually on the Chinese New Year’s Eve, people dress up
to visit relatives and friends. The eldest in the family pays a
formal visit to his senior relatives. This practice is called “saying
good-bye to the old year”. New sons-in-law must also visit their
fathers-in-law lest they be regarded as disrespectful.

Fucha Dunchong (Qing Dynasty):
Annual Records of the Capital

Note

@ Ringing out the old year: A custom popularly practised in many
parts of China in the old days. It signifies ringing out the old year
and ringing in the new.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Distributing
Ya Sui Money?

On New Year’s Eve, the elder members of a family would
string together a hundred copper coins on red twine as a gift
for the children. This gift is called “ya sui money”. People also
place fruits like tangerines and chhees@ by the side of the
children’s pillows. These are called “ya sui fruits”. Children eat
them before going to bed on New Year’s night. This is
regarded as an auspicious practice which promises good luck in
the new year.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

ch
Notes

@ Ya sui money: In Chinese, the word “sui ”(year) is homonymic with
the word “sui” (demon). Thus, “ya sui” is interpreted as suppressing
demons — “ya”: suppressing, and “sui” : evil.

After the New Year’s Eve dinner, the senior members of the
family distribute ya sui money to the children. It is believed that this
practice can help to suppress evil and drive away demons. The red
string of copper coins is now replaced by money sealed in red
envelopes.

®© tangerines and lychees: In Chinese, these two words put together are
homonymic with the word “auspicious”.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Firecrackers® on
New Year’s Day

The first day of the first lunar month is the first day of the
year, of the season and of the twelve months. In Stories of
Spring and Autumn, it is called Duan Yue, the beginning of the
month. On that day, people get up at cockcrow. They light
firecrackers in the yard to drive away the shan sao, the
legendary ghosts that haunt the mountains.

According to The Book of Fairies and Ghosts, a strange
creature dwells in the western mountains. It is single-legged
and a little over a foot tall. By nature, it is unafraid of human
beings. If offended, it will afflict the offender with fever. It is
called the shan sao. To scare it, people burn bamboo which
bursts with a popping sound. In The Book of Yuan Huang, this
creature is called “the shan chao ghost”.

People believe that the practice of burning bamboo
originated from the lighting of torches in the royal palace. So it
is thought that mere nobles and ordinary people should not
adopt this royal practice.

Zong Lin (Southern Dynasties, the State of Liang):
Stories of the Jing and Chu Times
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Chinese Folk Customs

@ firecrackers: In ancient times burning the bamboo was called bao
zhu. Since the Song Dynasty, people have burned paper-wrapped
gunpowder as a substitute. These firecrackers are also called bao
zhang.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Sending New Year’s
Greetings®

The first day of the first month of the lunar year is called
yuan dan, or New Year’s Day. Officials extend their New: Year’s
greetings to each other. Ordinary people too, don their best
clothes and pay New Year’s calls. Rich and poor alike visit
Buddhist temples and Taoist monasteries in incessant streams
throughout the day. Every household enjoys a feast, ringing
with conversation and laughter.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

KQN@ 9

@ Sending New Year’s Greetings: The Lunar New Year is the most
important festival in China. It is celebrated with a colourful variety

of activities in a joyous and auspicious atmosphere.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Paying New Year’s
Visits®

All the younger family members do obeisance to the elders
in order of seniority. Then the head of the family leads the
juniors in calls on relatives, friends and neighbours, or the juniors
are despatched to send greetings on behalf of the family —
practices named “paying New Year’s visits”. Friends never
met for the whole year also visit one another at this time.
Some households place signature albums called“door books” at
the gate to be signed by visitors. People in gaudy clothes look
dazzling in the streets, and sedan-chairs move along swiftly like
wind. Even quiet lanes now turn into vibrant thoroughfares.
Calls made that evening are known as evening courtesy visits.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

S S
Note

® Paying New Year’s visits: On the days of Lunar New Year, people
visit one another to extend their New Year’s wishes. This practice is

called “paying a New Year’s visit”. This custom remains today.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Yuandan is the first day of the year. Every household puts
up portraits of divinities in the sittingroom. People set up
tables on which joss sticks and candles are lit. Such activities
are undertaken to pray for a whole year of peace. According to
some customs, activities like sweeping the floor, borrowing fire
from others, drawing water and using needles and scissors are
taboo. Also, dumping rubbish and manure is prohibited. People
abstain from eating porridge or rice soaked in tea. If someone
is not up when it is already light, others are not to wake him. If
a man goes out, he should walk in the direction of the God of
Happiness.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

Papercuttings® to
Welcome Spring

On the first day of Spring®, the families of officials and
scholars cut small pieces of paper [into patterns of birds and
flowers ], some to be worn on the hair of the beauties, some to
be attached to flowers and plants.

Duan Chengshi (Tang Dynasty):
You Yang Records of a Myriad Things

On the first day of Spring people cut patterns of swallows
out of colourful silk to be worn on the hair and put characters
which mean “pleasant spring” on their doors.

Zong Lin (Southern Dynasties, the State of Liang):
Stories of the Jing and Chu Times

A
Notes

® Papercuttings: sometimes also called floral window decorations, the
making of which dates far back to the Western Jin Dynasty (around the
3rd century). At that time, people cut swallow patterns out of colourful
silk or paper to celebrate spring. This practice, originally a method of
praying for luck, later became popular in all parts of China Now
Ppaper-cutting, is a common, traditional folk art for decorative purpose.

@ the first day of Spring: one of the 24 solar terms, or divisions of the
solar year according to the Chinese calendar. The Chinese take this
day as the beginning of spring.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Whipping the Ox in
Early Spring

On the first days of the beginning of Spring, officials at the
prefecture and the county levels all dress up to worship the
god of farming. Afterwards, they whip the ox with decorative
rods and sticks, a symbolic gesture to urge tillage.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital

On the day of the beginning of Spring, officials gather in
town halls and shatter a clay ox by whipping it. This practice is
called “beating the spring”. Farmers vie in sprinkling clay oxen
with sesame, barley, rice and bean. Common people buy
portraits of the god of farming, and bring clay oxen usually
intended for their courtyards into their living rooms because
they believe that doing so will be beneficial to husbandry.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Lantern
Festival®

According to the present practices, the lanterns sold in the
cities nowadays have not changed much from the ancient
types. People in towns and remote counties still buy their local
makes. Therefore, on the days around the Lantern Festival, the
scene is just as exhilarating as it was in old times. It is said
that in ancient times people gathered pine boughs and bamboo
leaves to put up sheds in the main streets on the days around
the Lantern Festival. During the daytime, colourful silkks were
hung with tassels dangling in their midst. When night fell,
lanterns were lit. Trees of lanterns created a luminous and
resplendent scene. The lanterns shone in patterns of fish and
dragons. Huge candles were lit, and drums and gongs were
heard everywhere until daybreak. This celebration was called
the Lantern Fair. Colourful lanterns adorned the streets and
lanes within the city walls. They even eclipsed the sun and the
sky.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

Note

(@ The Lantern Festival: It falls on January 15th of the lunar year. For
the Chinese, it is an important and happy traditional holiday. This
holiday originated in the Han Dynasty and is now popularly
celebrated in all parts of the country. Apart from putting up and
appreciating the lanterns, activities such as solving lantern riddles,
walking long distances to drive away all diseases, beating the peace
drum and performing the dragon dance are also included. People eat
sweet dumplings made from glutinous rice flour, New Year’s cake,

and salty dumplings to signify family reunion and joyful living.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Clear Brightness
Festival®

On a day in the third month of the lunar year (usually April
5 by the solar calendar), people sweep their ancestral tombs.
They bring wine and food in baskets or on bamboo poles
resting on their shoulders. Some travel on sedan-chairs or
in carriages aglitter with strings of paper ingots®, on roads
crowded with people. They kowtow and pour libations at the
tombs. Then they weed and add fresh soil to the tombs.
Afterwards, they burn the strings of paper ingots and place
coin-shaped pieces of paper on top of the graves as an offering
to the dead. After weeping, instead of leaving, they find a
pleasant place with trees and flowers to sit down and drink to
their hearts’ content. Some sing, laugh or cry for no reason.
Though they go out sad, they return happy. On this day, people
wear willows in their hair and visit the Sorghum.Bridge@. This
custom is called “walking on the green” @ From far and near,
many come and do not think of going home early because they
make this excuse to enjoy an outing.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital
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Chinese Folk Customs

Ku iw
Notes

@ The Clear Brightness Festival: usually falls on April 5th of the solar
calendar. It is a time for people to visit and clean their ancestral
tombs, to make excursions in the countryside, to put on willow
branches and eat dumplings specially made for the occasion.

® paper ingots joss paper made of tinfoil and paper, folded in the shape
of ingots, the burning of which is believed to transmit wealth to
one’s ancestors.

® Sorghum Bridge: located in the western suburb of Beijing, known
for its beautiful scenery.

@ walking on the green: the practice of taking excursions in the-
countryside in spring when the hills and plains are green.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Dragon Boat
Festival®

On the fifth day of the fifth month of the lunar year a boat
race is held and people gather all kinds of herbal medicines.

The explanation is this: the boat race on the fifth day of
the fifth lunar month is undertaken to commemorate the poet
Qu Yuan® who drowned himself in the Miluo River that day.
People sympathize with his death. Therefore they row boats to
come to his rescue symbolically. The competitors use light,
swift boats which are called “flying wild ducks”. The two
teams in the rowing competition call themselves “Chariot on
Water” and “Steed on Water”. Prefecture officials and people
of prestige all go to the riverside to watch the performance.

Zong Lin (Southem Dynasties, the State of Liang):
Stories of the Jing and Chu Times
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

® The Dragon Boat Festival: It falls on May 5th of the lunar year. This
is a major festival celebrated all over the country. Activities include
dragon-boat races, eating rice dumplings (See P.41), drinking yellow
wine, wearing incense sachets, putting up bunches of sweet flag and
gathering herbal medicines.

® Qu Yuan: a patriotic poet, citizen of the State of Chu during the
Warring States Period (5th century B.C.). He was exiled to the
Xiang River by the Emperor. Greatly concerned over the
corruption in the government and feeling powetless to remedy it, he
drowned himself in the Miluo River.
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Chinese Folk Customs

in the Dragon Boat
Festival

In ancient times rice dumplings were made from
broomcorn millet wrapped in gourd leaves. They had a horn
shape like the heart of a palm leaf and were therefore called
zong in Chinese, or sometimes, horned broomcorn. In modern
times, these dumplings are made from glutinous rice. Now it is
customary to exchange rice dumplings as a festival gift. Some
say rice dumplings are made as sacrifices to Qu Yuan®. People
in the past made these dumplings and cast them into the water
to feed the dragon.

Li Shizhen (Ming Dynasty):
A Compendium of Materia Medica

(&

Notos

@ rice dumplings: a traditional food eaten on Dragon Boat Festival
Day, now commonly eaten all over China. Legends have it that
people in the past threw these dumplings into the water to feed the
dragon that haunted the river so that it would not eat the body of
Qu Yuan.

@ Qu Yuan: Please refer to notes on Dragon Boat Festival (See P.37).
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Chinese Folk Customs

Nuns in Buddhist nunneries cut out of colourful thin silk
patterns of toads, lizards, spiders, snakes and centipedes and
distribute them to their benefactors to be posted on doors and
in bedrooms before the Dragon Boat Festival. It is believed that
the cutouts can suppress such poisonous vermin. These
emblems are thus called the “amulets against the five poisonous
pests”. According to The Customs of Qinggi, on Grain Rain Day®
people painted “amulets against the five poisonous pests” in
the shapes of the lizard, the centipede, the poisonous snake,
the wasp and the demon, each impaled by a needle. These
paintings were duplicated and put up on the doors of the
houses in an attempt to drive away all pests and pestilences. In
the Wu area this custom is practised during the Dragon Boat
Festival.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

@ Driving away the five poisonous pests: This is a tradition observed all

over the country in the Dragon Boat Festival. It is a popular belief
that poisonous vermin start to multiply on the day of the Dragon
Boat Festival. Therefore people put up “amulets against the five
poisonous pests” before that day. In addition, realgar wine is sprayed
and lime powder is sprinkled in the comers of the houses. Herbs are
burnt to kill the five poisonous pests and drive away malignities.

@ Grain Rain Day: the sixth of the 24 solar terms, which usually falls
around April 20 of the lunar year.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Double Seventh
Festival®

The seventh day of the seventh month of the lunar year is
the day when the legendary Cowherd and the Girl Weaver®
meet in the Milky Way. On that night, women crochet with
colourful silk threads. They pull threads through seven-holed
comb-like needles, or needles made of gold, silver or copper.
They place fruits and melons in their yards, offerings for which
they hope the Girl Weaver will reward them with skill in
needlework. They are happy if they find webs woven by
spiders on the fruit because they think this is a good omen and
that the Girl Weaver has agreed to fulfil their wishes.

Zong Lin (Southern Dynasties, the State of Liang):
Stories of the Jing and Chu Times
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

® The Double Seventh Festival: also named “maiden’s day”,
“daughter’s day”, was a festival for women in ancient China. The
ceremonies on that day were held for the purpose of seeking
dexterity for girls and married women.

® the Cowherd and the Girl Weaver: In Chinese legend, the Girl
Weaver was the Jade Emperor’s grand-daughter. She was clever and
deft, and good at tailoring. After marrying the Cowherd on the west
bank of the Heavenly River (the Milky Way), she stopped sewing.
This enraged the Jade Emperor greatly. He ordered them to
separate. The Girl Weaver was sent back to the east bank of the
river. They were allowed to meet only once a year on July 7 of the
lunar calendar. The Girl Weaver is equivalent to the Vega and the
Cowherd is equivalent to the Altair.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Floating River
Lanterns®

As a rule, there is a Yulan Pot Fair® on the day of the
Zhong Yuan Festival. People put on performances such as the
yang ge dance, the lion dance® and other acrobatic shows.
When evening comes, people float lit lanterns along the rivers.
This practice is called “floating river lanterns”.

Fucha Dunchong (Qing Dynasty):
Annual Records of the Capital

Special monks are invited to chant Buddhist fire scriptures,
the purpose of which is to feed hungry ghosts and release
souls from purgatory. People make yulan pots, float lotus lamps
and go boating at midnight. Lanterns are hung everywhere just
as on Lantern Festival Day. This occasion is named Yulan Pot
Fair. In the areas south of the Yangtze River in the Zhong Yuan
Festival, women rent boats, burn yulan pots and employ monks
to chgnt Buddhist fire scriptures. They also compete in lighting
up lamps and floating them on the river and betting on the out-
come. The Qinhuai River witnesses the most jubilant festivity.

Li Dou (Qing Dynasty):
Records in a Gaily-Painted Pleasure Boat in Yangzhou
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

® Floating river lanterns: On the evening of July 15 of the lunar year,
people float candlelit lanterns on the river. It is believed that the
lanterns can illuminate the way out for ghosts and spirits in the
nether world. The lanterns are made in different shapes, but most of
them are in the shape of the lotus, which signifies the release of the
souls of the dead from purgatory.

® Yulan Pot Fair: See P.139 “Zhong Yuan Festival”.

® yang ge dance and lion dance: Two of the most popular folk dance
performances. In doing the yang ge dance, dancers are dressed in
colourful costumes and strut vivaciously to the rhythm of the drums.
This kind of dance is most popular in the northern part of China.
Lion dance performers dress themselves in lion costumes and mimic
lion movements, a vivid and lively performance.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Admiring the Full
Moon during the
Mid-Autumn Festival ®

The fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month is the Mid-
Autumn Festival. On this night, people of prestige and wealth
climb to the top of tall buildings. There, leaning on the railings,
they admire the moon. Lesser business people also go up to
small open balconies. They arrange family feasts and spend the
holiday with their children. Even poor people in the narrow
alleys trade their clothes for wine. They try their best to
celebrate this holiday in order not to let it pass in vain. On this
night, the commotion in the streets of the capital lasts until the
fifth watch of the night. People admiring the moon pace up and
down the market till daybreak.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

L& A\
Nete

® Mid-Autumn Festival: a major traditional Chinese festival which is

widely celebrated in all parts of the country. People admire the
moon in families. They also eat moon cakes and enjoy the
illunimated dragon dance.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Worshipping the
Moon" during the
Mid-Autumn Festival

All the children in town, rich or poor, from toddlers to
teens, are dressed up in adults’ clothes. They either go up on
the roofs or gather in the yards to burn joss sticks and pray to
the moon, each with his or her own wishes.

Jin Yingzhi (Song Dynasty):
New Edition of the Babblings of a Drunkard

Every household in town arranges flowers in vases, lights
joss sticks and candles and directs prayers skywards. Kids
kneel, and raising their hands, they bow ardently to the moon.
Afterwards they play in the lamplight. This activity is called
“worshipping the Moon God”.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

Note

® Worshipping the moon: People offer prayers and sacrifices to the
moon in the Mid-Autumn Festival. This custom is observed in most
parts of China. In the north, people include a portrait of the Moon
Rabbit in the offerings.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Chong Yang
Festival®

On the ninth day of the ninth lunar month, people take
wine glasses, teapots and food boxes and go up the mountains®..
All the mountains in the Xiangshan range are high. In these
mountains are Fazang Temple with a tall pagoda; Xianling
Temple and Baoguo Temple, both elevated structures. Monks
do not go up the mountains, but common people rent mountain
gardens and pavilions or go to the pleasure haunts® in the
mountains to have fun.

The pastry shops sell cakes sprinkled with dates and
chestnuts as thick as stars in a night sky. These cakes are
called hua gao@ — flower cakes. Pastry shop owners usually
put colourful paper flags on their cakes. The flags are called
“flower cake flags”. On that day, parents expect their married
daughters to return home to eat the flower cakes. If the
daughter cannot come, the mother will complain, the daughter
will be filled with sadness, and the younger sister will weep
because she really wants to enjoy this rare chance to see her
sister. Thus, this day is also called Daughter’s Day.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

@® Chong Yang Festival: September 9 of the lunar year is the Chong
Yang Festival. In ancient China, odd numbers were regarded as
positive numbers. September 9 (9/9) contains two positive numbers.
Thus the day is named “chong yang”, or double positive. On this
day, common people hold activities such as going up the mountains,
having an outing, admiring chrysanthemums, drinking wine, eating
flower cakes and welcoming back married daughters.

® go up the mountains: It is said a man in the Eastern Han Dynasty
named Huan Jing acknowledged the immortal Fei Chang Fang as
his teacher. One day, Fei wammed Huan Jing that there would be a
major disaster on September 9 in a certain year. But if he wore
comel leaves around his arm, climbed a mountain and drank
chrysanthemum wine, the disaster could be averted. Huan Jing did
accordingly. He took his family up a mountain and all was well.
When he returned home in the evening, he found all his livestock
had died mysteriously. Thereafter, on September 9 people climb the
mountains and have picnics. They also wear cornel leaves and drink
chrysanthemum wine to avoid misfortune and seek good wear luck.

@ pleasure haunts: Here they refer to brothels. Rich people rented
brothels as places for banquets, gatherings and business.

® hua gao: It is also called “chong yang gao”. The reason for eating
hua gao is because the word “gao (cake)” in Chinese is homonymous
with the word “gao (high, i.e. high mountain)”.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Winter
Solstice®

People in the prefectures attach great importance to the
Winter Solstice. Several days previously, friends and relatives
present gifts of food to one another. The streets are crowded
with people carrying baskets and boxes which are generally
called “winter solstice trays”. The night before is called Winter
Solstice Eve. On that night, families invite guests to food and
drinks. This dinner is called the festival banquet. Married
women who happen to be staying with their parents must
return to their husbands. Families, rich and poor alike, buy food
to offer to their ancestors. Some put up the portraits of their
ancestors. The ceremonies and customs are more splendid
than those of the ordinary festivals. Therefore, the saying goes,
“The Winter Solstice is as important as the New Year”.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

Note

® The Winter Solstice: one of the twenty-four solar terms. It is around
22nd December of the solar year. On that day in the northem
hemisphere, the night is the longest and the day the shortest in the

whole year. The Winter Solstice is popularly called the “small New
Year”. In some areas people think the Winter Solstice should be
celebrated as grandly as the New Year. Thus, the saying goes, “Fat
Winter Solstice and lean New Year”. This shows the importance
people attach to the Winter Solstice.
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Seeing the Kitchen
God Off°®

On 24th of the last month in the lunar calendar, families
worship the Kitchen God with offerings of homemade candies®,
rice cakes, dates, walnuts and fried beans. They also burn
fodder as a gesture symbolic of feeding the Kitchen God’s
horse. It is believed that the Kitchen God will return to heaven
the next day and report on the deeds of each family during the
previous year to the Jade Emperor. So they pray to the Kitchen
God: “Speak more of the virtues of the family and less of its
evil deeds.”...The ceremonial part of this celebration is
presided over by a man, and, according to a taboo, women are
not allowed to view the ceremonies.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital
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Chinese Folk Customs

® Kitchen God: It is said that the Kitchen God is in control of a
family’s fortunes and misfortunes. His shrine is located above the

kitchen stove. He reports the good and evil people did on earth to
the Jade Emperor on the 23rd or 24th of December of the lunar
year. Ordinary families usually offer sacrifices to the Kitchen God
that day. At the end of the ceremony the old portrait of the Kitchen
God is bumnt and a new one is put up.

® homemade candies: Offerings including candies made from malt
sugar are intended to please the Kitchen God so that he will only
talk about the good deeds of a family. People also hope that the
sticky sweets will seal the Kitchen God’s mouth so that he will tell
no tales. '
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Chinese Folk Customs

In the states of Yan and Zhao®, the son of a relatively

well-off family would be betrothed to a grown-up girl when he
was between the ages of three and five. Anticipating that their
daughters’ betrothal gifts would be profitable, poor families
with a lot of children would marry them in accordance with the
local custom. When the betrothed girl arrived at the in-laws, the
first thing she did was to make obeisance to her parents-in-law
in the way she did to her own parents, and she addressed her
husband as “younger brother”. Chores like fetching water from
a well, grinding rice in a mortar, cooking and sewing all fell on
her. At night, she would Iull her little husband to sleep; during
the daytime, she dressed him and fed him. She actually served

as a maid in the house. They married when the boy grew up.

Xu Ke: Classified Anecdotes of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

L& o) &
Notes

@ Infant matrimony: i.e., to marry a young girl to an infant boy. In
ancient times it was a custom popular in many parts of China.
® the states of Yan and Zhao: ancient states in the present-day Hebei

Province.

*\;r‘
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Chinese Folk Customs

Betrothal Gifts®

Talking a bout betrothal gifts, rich and powerful families
prepare “three golds” to offer to the girl’s family — a gold
armlet, a gold bracelet and a cape with gold decorations. Smali
business families which do not possess any gold articles, use
silver-plated articles as a substitute. At any rate, there is a
difference between the rich and the poor. It all depends on
their financial ability and there is no rule about this. In addition
to those things mentioned above, families of government
officials will also send these gifts: a wide-sleeved overcoat, a
long yellow silk skirt, both embroidered with gold thread; and a
red silk dress, or a piece of red silkk cloth with large
embroidered patterns. They also send paper money and silver
ingots. All these are betrothal gifts.

Wu Zirhu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

Note

@ betrothal gifts: These are the gifts that the young man’s family
should send to the girl’s family before marriage. This is a marital
custom observed in most parts of China.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Bridal Veil®

At weddings nowadays, the bride’s head is veiled under a
red kerchief. As Du You explains in his Encyclopedia,
“Beginning in the Eastern Han and Wei and Jin Dynasties,
there were often hard times. Taking advantage of an auspicious
day, people married hastily. A silk scarf was thrown over the
bride’s head and she was hastened to the groom’s house. The
proper kowtowing to the husband’s relatives completed, she
was married there. The six etiquettes@ that had hitherto been
considered necessary had been abandoned.” Without the six
etiquettes, the practice of covering the bride’s head has long
since become the surrogate rite. The kerchief that was
expedient for hasty weddings in ancient times is now a
requirement in all weddings.

Zhao Yi (Qing Dynasty):
The Gaiyu Researches
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Chinese Folk Customs

L& o\ &

Notes

® Bridal veil: also called the head cover. At the wedding, the bride’s
head and face should be covered by a red handkerchief, a scarf or a
phoenix headdress. This custom originated a long time ago in many
parts of China.

@ six etiquettes: In ancient times at a wedding, six etiquettes were
necessary for the nuptials. They were: acceptance of the betrothal
gifts, asking each other’s name, picking an auspicious date,
exchange of wedding gifts, sending out invitations and receiving the
bride. *
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Chinese Folk Customs

Passing over Bags
for an Offspring”

Nowadays at weddings when the bridal sedan chair reaches the
gate, people spread felt mats in the gateway. They pass the mats on
which the bride has walked successively to the front from behind for

her to walk along. This custom started in the Tang Dynasty.

Tao Zongyi (Ming Dynasty):
Records of Stopping Farming in South Village

Now people in Hangzhou popularly use ricebags to replace felt
mats. This custom is called “passing over the bags”, or “passing over
bags after bags”. The word “bags” here serves as a pun for the word

“generations”.

Jin Zhi (Qing Dynasty):
The Buxiadai Writings

WO m
Note

@ Passing over bags for an offspring: “passing over bags”, or “passing over
mats”, a marital rite practised in all parts of China in the old times. The
groom’s family would cover the doorway with felt rugs, straw mats or
cloth bags. The bride stepped on these things as she entered the house.
Her feet were not allowed to touch the bare ground, otherwise it was
regarded as inauspicious. This custom developed from mat passing in
the Tang Dynasty. “Bag” is a pun on “generation” in Chinese. This rite
signifies the production of offsprings generation after generation.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Bai Tang®, Sa Zhang °,
He Ji and Drinking
Jiao Bei Wine

As the most important part of the wedding celebration,

each family brings a length of silk and these are tied together
to make a concentric knot®. This is called the “leading scarf”.

The bridegroom hangs one end of the scarf on his hand plate@,
while the bride holds the other end in her hand. The groom
walks backwards, guiding the bride face to face, out of the
room. After paying homage to the ancestors in the jia miao®,
the bride walks backwards to the nuptial chamber. With their
arms supported by the maids, the bride and the groom try to
be the first to salute each other. After this, they sit on the edge
of the bed, the bride on the left, the groom on the right.

Women sprinkle coins and all kinds of dried fruit and nuts
around them. This is called sa zhang.

People bind together a strand of the groom’s hair on the
left side of his head with that of the bride on the right side. Both
families offer bolts of silk, hairpins, and other decorations for the
head and put them together. This procedure is called he ji.

Afterwards, two tiny wine cups are tied together with a

colourful silk string and the newlyweds drink the wine together.
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Chinese Folk Customs

This practice is called “drinking jiao bei wine”. Then they throw
the cups and the decorated head-dresses underneath the bed.
If it happens that one cup faces upwards and the other down-
wards, it is regarded as auspicious and the wedding guests will

congratulate them.

Meng Yuanlao (Song Dynasty):
Records of Dreams in East Capital

e .f‘
L& o\
.

Notes

@ bai tang: the most important ritual in the wedding, with the bride
and the groom saluting Heaven and Earth, both parents, and each
other.

@ sa zhang: a wedding folk custom. People throw colourful dried fruit
and grains at the newlyweds to extend their good wishes and
congratulations. It is also intended to drive away evil spirits.

® concentric knot: a knot tied into concentric rings with silk threads.
It symbolizes faithful love.

@ hand plate: or hu, a narrow plaque. Officials in the feudal times
carried it to record things during an audience with the Emperor. It
was used at weddings as a decoration for the bridegroom.

® jia mizo: or the family temple, a place where the family offers

sacrifices to the ancestors.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Teasing the
Newlyweds

Soon after the newlyweds have entered the nuptial cham-
ber, all the wedding guests, male and female, follow. To win
the smiles of the bride, people wilfully tease her with all kinds
of ridicule and jokes. This practice of foolery and frivolity by
adults in the nuptial chamber is intended to embarrass the
bride and the bridesmaid. The guests crack vuigar jokes in
bawdy language and make flippant remarks about the bride’s
appearance. They go so far as to take the rouge and powder
off the bride’s face and put it on one another. They do not stop

until they have had their fill of wanton fun and foolery.

Xu Ke: Classified Anecdotes of the Qing Dynasty
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Chinese Folk Customs

Returning Home"”

All newlyweds pay a formal visit to the bride’s parents on
the third, seventh or ninth day after the wedding. The bride’s

parents hold a bountiful feast to entertain the new son-in-law.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

Note

® Returning home: When a bride is married, it is customarily called
“entering  (the bn'degroom’s) home”; therefore, when the
newlyweds pay a formal visit to the bride’s parents after the
wedding, it is called “(the bride’s) returning home”. This custom is
widely practised in all parts of China. It signifies the daughter’s not
forgetting her parental upbringing, the son-in-law’s gratitude to his

parents-in-law, and conjugal love between the newlyweds.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Tossing Colourful
Balls®

In the Lingnan area, on the third day of the third month in
the lunar year, there is a gathering of young men and women.
Forming two lines differentiated by sex, they play with a ball of
knotted five-coloured silk cloth. While singing, they toss the
ball. This gesture is called fei tuo. Messages are conveyed by
eye contact between the young men and the young women. If
a girl chooses to catch the ball, a marriage is probable.

Zhou Qufei (Song Dynasty):
Replies in Lingnan

L& o\ %

Note

@ Tossing colourful balls: a way of picking one’s mate. Originally, it
was a custom of the minority nationalities in the southern parts of
China with men throwing and women catching the ball. Later, in
the literary works of northern China there are many stories about

women throwing the ball to select their future husbands.
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Chinese Folk Cpstoms

Clamorous Funeral®

On the eve of the funeral procession, it is a local custom in
Hangzhou that rich families invite a theatrical troupe to put on a
performance and entertain their guests at feasts in their
houses. This practice is called a “warm funeral.” Lesser
families in the Wu area also have people play music
accompanied by drumbeats. All their relatives and neighbours
gather. This practice is called “accompanying through the major
night”.

Lay Buddhist Yong Ne (Qing Dynasty):
A Record of Hearsay in the Vicinity

It is an old custom that on the night of someone’s death,
a wake is arranged in his house to entertain relatives and
friends. People beat drums and gongs and sing songs till
daybreak. Some families do so for one night, whereas others
go on for three to five nights. This practice is called a “warm

|n

funera

{Qing Dynasty in the Year of Tongzhi):
County Annals of Badong
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Chinese Folk Customs

‘Q Nm" D

@ Clamorous funeral: also referred to as a “warm funeral”, “sitting up
through the night”, or “accompanying through the major night”.
This is a funeral custom observed in the southern parts of China.
The chants and music are vestiges of the dirges of ancient times.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Doing the
Sevenths®

One may ask, “When.people die, religious ceremonies are
held every seventh day. This custom is called ‘doing the
sevenths’. Why is it necessary?” The answer is, “The soul of a
human is formed in the forty-nine days after his birth and it also
takes forty-nine days for one’s soul to disperse”. Question: But
is there any benefit in holding these ceremonies at all? Answer:
This is only a local custom. It is observed by the illiterate.

Wang Yingkui (Qing Dynasty):

Jottings in Liu Nan
»

Note

@ Doing the sevenths: After one’s death, a religious ceremony is held
by his family members and relatives every seventh day for seven
times to commemorate the dead. The ceremonies last for forty-nine

days in all. This funeral custom is observed all over China even
today.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Ghost Marriage”

It is a local custom in Shizhou, Shanxi Province, that if a
man dies before getting married, his parents will wait to make
a marriage proposal for him when the daughter of a powerful
family dies. Then they will negotiate the wedding, and then
offer bethothal gifts and money, just as they do for the living.
On the day of burial of the two, banguets are held to entertain
the relatives. Likewise, if a young woman dies, her parents will
look for a deceased husband for her. The ru zhui® rites are the
same as those for the living.

Lu Rong (Ming Dynasty):
Assorted Notes in a Pepper Garden

St
Notes

@ Ghost marriage: customarily called “arranging a nether marriage” or
simply “nether world marriage”. Folk people believe that life in the
nether world is the same as in this world. Therefore, they arrange
marriages for deceased single men and women.

® ru zhui: Rarely in China the son-in-law marries a girl and lives in
her parents’ house. This kind of matrilocal marriage takes the special

term “ru zhui”.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Celebrating the
Nether Birthday®

To celebrate someone’s birthday is to wish him longevity.
But people also drink to their deceased parents and
grandparents as a birthday wish. This practice is called
“celebrating the nether birthday”.

Xu Ke (Qing Dynasty):
Classified Anecdotes of the Qing Dynasty

Among the imperial clans of Nanzhou, the anniversary of the
death of a person is called the “dark anniversary”, whereas the
anniversary of his birth is called the “bright anniversary”. Clansmen
attach much importance to the bright anniversary. When important
birthdays (like the fiftieth or sixtieth) of the deceased take place,
they are regarded as an extension of life. Clansmen still present
gifts and congratulations as if the person were alive.

Zhai Hao(Qing Dynasty):
Articles on Popular Things

A
Nete

@ Celebrating the nether birthday: The rites for celebrating the birthday
of deceased elders of the family are the same as those for the living,
This was a custom practised in most parts of China in the old times. 1 0 1
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Chinese Folk Customs

Touching the
Autumn for a Son®

Women go out in groups on an autumn night. Each picks a
melon by groping in the field and takes it home. People regard
success in this endeavour as a lucky sign of having a boy. This
practice is called “touching the autumn”.

Liang Shaoren (Qing Dynasty):
Jottings in “Autumn Rain Hut of a Different Kind *

It is a folk custom of Nanjing that women play a game
called “touching the autumn” on Mid-Autumn night. They grope
in the dark in the fields of Jasmine Garden. If they get melons
or beans, it is regarded as an auspicious sign foretelling the
bearing of a boy.

Pan Zongding:
An Annual Record of Jinling

G
Note

® Touching the autumn for a son: On the night of August 15th of the lunar year,
women grope in the dark under the trellises of melons and beans. It is believed
that if a woman gets a pumpkin, she is likely to bear a boy. This is because the
word “pumpkin” in Chinese is homonymous with the word “boy”. If one gets
a bean, she is likely to have a girl. The folk custom also stipulates that the owner
of the melons and beans should not blame women for “touching the autumn”.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Gifts Expediting
Child Delivery®

As families in Hangzhou await a child in a woman’s last
month of pregnancy, just before delivery members of the family
will place a bunch of millet stalks in a silver or an ornamental
pot covered with silk or paper and decorated with interwoven
patterns of flowers and rice-paper plant. This suggests chances
of bearing five boys and two girls. In addition, there are pastries
in the shape of sleeping lambs and crouching deer, one
hundred and twenty painted duck eggs, regular dishes, lamb,
raw dates and chestnuts and embroidered clothes for the
infant. All these are sent to the son-in-law’s house. They are
called “gifts expediting child delivery”. ‘ .

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

Note

® Gifts expediting child delivery: These are gifts from the woman’s
family before her delivery, This is a birth custom practised in parts of
China south of the Yangtze River. 1 05
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Chinese Folk Customs

Child Bathing at
One Month Old®

£

When an infant is one month old, relatives and friends
gather in the house. These people pour warm scented water
into a silver pot, and put nuts called “infant-bathing nuts” and
colourful paper notes in the water. They tie bright silks around
the pot. These silks are called “red around the pot”. Elder
members stir the water in the pot with gold or silver hairpins.
These are called “pot stirring pins”. The close relatives among
the guests drop gold coins or silver pins into the pot. This
practice is called “adding to the pot”. If there are dates floating
upright in the water, young women race to eat them, because
they think doing so foretells their having a boy. After bathing
the infant, people shave its head and collect its hair in a gold or
silver box. Parents then show the baby around to thank all
those attending. This rite is adopted by rich families and
families of officials. Common people and poor families have
something simpler in accordance with their economic means.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream
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Chinese Folk Customs

Note

@® Child bathing at one month old: When a baby was one month old, a
child-bathing ceremony was performed as a blessing for the baby.
Nowadays parents still consider the first moon of a baby’s birth

important. Though some old rites are dropped, many families still
hold “Full Moon Banquets” as a celebration.
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A Vocational
Inclination Test
for an Infant®

On its second birthday, a child is said to have “reached a
full year”. Members of the family array dishes and bowls on the
ground, They contain various useful items such as fruit and nuts,
edibles, official documents, pens and inkstands, tokens and
scales, books and scrolls, needles and threads. People then
observe closely what the baby grabs first. They take it as a sign
of his future vocational inclination. This practice is called
“lotdrawing to test a child”. This is a grand occasion for the child.

Meng Yuanlao (Song Dynasty):
Records of Dreams in East Capital

A
Note

@ A vocational inclination test for an infant: This is a folk ceremony to
predict a child’s temperament, inclination and prospects. This
custom grew up in the Northern Qi time (6th century) and is
popularly observed all over China.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Dedicating to
Deities and Spirits®

For fear of premature death of their child, parents dedicate
him or her as a disciple to deities and spirits like the Guanyin
Buddha, the Wenchang Emperor, the god of the town and the
earth god®, or sometimes even to Impermanence® . Other
people just acknowledge monks or nuns as masters and
address them as honorary relatives.

. Xu Ke:
Classified Anecdotes of the Qing Dynasty

Notes

@ Dedicating to deities and spirits: To wish longevity for the child,
parents make their children acknowledge deities and spirits or
monks and nuns as masters, but the children do not become monks
or nuns. This was a child-raising custom prastised widely in China in
the old times.
@ Guanyin Buddha, ... earth god: These deities and spirits are
commonly believed to be people’s guardians and protectors.
@ Impermanence: a lengendary ghost which snatches souls. 1 13
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Chinese Folk Customs

“Belly-Pointing”
Marriage®

An ill-advised folkway leads parents to arrange marriages
for children still in diapers — or even in the womb. But babies
can grow into problems: they may be good-for-nothing, or
contract serious diseases; they may suffer the effects of cold
or starvation brought on by poverty, or their families may be
impoverished by many funerals; some may leave home for
government posts in far-away places. Therefore.in the fullness
of time the engagements may be broken off, resulting in many
breach-of-promise lawsuits.

Sima Guang (Song Dynasty):
Sima’s Comments on Books

A
Note

® “Belly-pointing” marriage: 2 marriage agreement made by parents
for the children still in the womb by pointing at the pregnant
abdomens. The custom started in the Han Dynasty, but has been
abandoned by now.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Transfer of House®

Often seen is a folk custom that a person adopts a son
from his brother or a relative or from someone of a different
family name. Those who are afraid of their practice being
known to others conceal the names of the natural parents.

Ouyang Xiu (Song Dynasty):
Collected Works of Ouyang Wenzhong

K 50
Nete

@ Transfer of house: If someone does not have a son, he usually adopts
one from his brother or his relatives or from other people of a
different family name. This practice is called “transfer of house” . This
was a system of family succession practised in the clansman times in
China. But it is also customary to adopt children of no blood
relation. These adoptees are known as “transferred” sons or

daughters — taken in for charitable or economic motives.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Earthly Branches®

The minority nationalities in the northern part of China
originally did not adopt the twelve zodiacal Earthly Branches® .
Instead, they used animals like the rat, the ox, the tiger and the
rabbit to designate years. Later, the animal sign system
gradually combined with the Earthly Branches system that was

practised in the Central Plains® and is passed down through
the generations to the present day.

Zhao Yi (Qing Dynasty):
The Gaiyu Researches

S
Notee

@ Twelve animals representing twelve Earthly Branches: These are the
twelve Earthly Branches used in farming almanacs in ancient times
paired with the twelve animal symbols. They are: Zi—Rat;
Chou-Ox; Yin—Tiger; Mao—Rabbit; Cheng—Dragon; Si—Snake;
Wu-Horse; Wei—Sheep; Shen—Monkey; You—Cock; Xu-Dog
and Hai—Boar. Currently, one still identifies the year in which one
was born by referring to one of the twelve animals.

@ the twelve zodiacal Earthly Branches: They are used in combination
with the ten Heavenly Stems to designate years, months, days and
hours.

® Central Plains: referring to northern China.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Birthday of
Guanyin®

The nineteenth day of the second month of the lunar year
is the birthday of Guanyin. On that day, young men and women
gather to burn joss sticks and worship either in the temple hall
or in the court area. Some offer oil for Guanyin’s ever-burning
lamp and pray for health and peace; others offer long silk
scrolls in the hope of bearing a son. If a son is born, the
parents will put him under Guanyin’s lotus seat to proclaim
their faith in Buddhism and make the baby the adopted child of
Guanyin®. By doing so, they think Guanyin will bless the child
with longevity. Monks and nuns set up assemblies in honour of
Guanyin. The places of worship are solemn and grand. Incense
and flowers are also offered to Guanyin.

Women eat a vegetarian diet from the first until the
nineteenth of the second month, the birthday of Guanyin. This
is called Guanyin’s vegetarian fast. This practice is observed

again from 1st to 19th of the sixth and the ninth months in the

lunar year.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of Qing Dynasty
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A0
Notes

@ The Birthday of Guanyin: Guanyin is one of the four Buddhas in
China. People believe her to be an infinitely merciful Buddha. It is
said that in times of difficulty, if you chant her name, she will come
to your rescue. February 19 of the lunar year is her birthday; June
19 is the anniversary of her enlightenment. On September 19, she
ends her secular life and is transfigured into a Buddha. People hold
ceremonies on these special days.

@ the adopted child of Guanyin: to seek longevity for their children,
parents often dedicate them in symbolic adoption to divinities.

Chinese Folk Customs
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On the eighth day the fourth lunar month, philanthropic

people in cities go into the streets with several litres of green
beans and yellow beans. They pinch each bean in turn and
chant Buddha’s name. Afterwards they boil the beans and offer
them to the passers-by. These beans are called “predestination
beans”. They are believed to be able to prearrange favourable
relationships in the next incarnation.

Fucha Dunchong (Qing Dynasty):
Annual Records of the Capital

Prior to this date, people pinch the beans and chant
Buddha’s name: one bean, one chant. Some are able to
process a hundred litres of beans. On the eighth day of the
fourth month, they cook the beans and distribute them to the
other people who also chant Buddha’s name each time after
eating a bean. Women who are snubbed by their mothers-in-
law, or maids and concubines who fall out of favour with their

masters or mistresses, will reprimand themselves by saying, “|
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Chinese Folk Customs

am not welcome because | did not distribute beans in my

former life”. '

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital

G

Note

@ Distributing predestination beans: a customary activity held on Apri
8th of the lunar year, the birthday of Buddha.

127



128

wd

xidng

tang
.

v

yu
(Y]

f6

WRREIE pEEHNtAR

sl yué ba ri wéi f6 don i zhd si yudn gé ydu yu fé

MANBABMERD, EFR EHEH

hul  séng nf béijing ylI xi%o pén zht tong xidng  jin yI tang shul

S, BREZED/JTALE B ,BUE K

fu yl hudpéng ndo bé jiGoying bianwang di di fu shi
ANEH , 28°%x0, 4% £ BEEE,

yl xido shdo jido guain yl qitt shi h shi i xi hd zud fang

U/ % % ,UKREH .2 B @M ME KX

shéng hul  zhéu ji shén shéng 1i& rd chin shi xi%o zhdu

%02, S ER B B0 E N/ /O,
lué bang fang shéng

jing zhi gui yu
TERBRE I £,

stng  zhou ml  wd lin jiu shi
X/ B B(RKENR)

WANBRGHLED EAFRIRESHE, P
REXBAZHAIEEAARR RCRERKE (L
B|IRALM, & ERE, HANE(H]EHEAGH
B, (] bHRihf YO ZXF[TAIRSEH,
BROPAKAES BREFTS , FRERRLEAR[HH
] [AN]SAEe & F F Rkt

O SR —PRELRE,

@ REBEELEE Y, EHEH-—FEE,

® EHAAAXEHLBANIEEE, XEHA
MBI EXEIAEFTHRAUKENBR,



Chinese Folk Customs

Bathing Buddha in
Aromatic Water

The eighth day of the fourth lunar month is the birthday of
Buddha. Bathing Buddha ceremonies are held in every temple.
Monks and nuns dip a copper statue of Buddha in a small basin
of sweetened water. On top of the basin is a flower trellis.
Forming lines to the clash of cymbals, the celebrants march to
the homes of the rich to beg alms. On the same day, there is a
ritualistic freeing of captive crustaceans and fish®. There are so
many boats that they are like small pleasure crafts in spring
shuttling back and forth. To gain merit, people vie in buying
turtles, fish, snails and clams to set them free.

Zhou Mi (Song Dynasty):
Past Events of the Martial Arts World

A
Note

@ freeing captive crustaceans and fish: a philanthropic act of the
Buddhists.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Begging for Rain

During droughts, people put portraits of the Dragon King®
on their doors and insert willows branches in porcelain vases
which they hang by their doors. Children mould statues of the
Dragon King in clay. People wave paper flags, beat drums and
gongs and burn joss sticks in the Temple of the Dragon King.
Together they sing, “Green dragon head; white dragon head.
Kids beg for rain and Heaven is pleased. The wheat is
scorched. This wakes the Dragon King. Small rains and Big
rains pour from the start to the middle of the month”.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital

St

Note

® the Dragon King: the god of rain in Chinese mythology.
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The Birthday of
Guan Gong®

The thirteenth day of the fifth lunar month is the birthday
of Guan Gong. Local authorities offer sacrifices to him in the
temple by the Zhou Tai Bao Bridge. People start buying meat
and putting on performances before the 13th. Tens of
thousands of bright-lamps are lit. People worship with sincere
prayers. It is also said that the thirteenth day of the ninth lunar
month is the day when Guan Gong was apotheosized. The
ceremonies on these two days are identical. It is popularly
believed that if it rains on these days, it happens because Guan
Gong is wetting the whetstone on which he sharpens his long-
hilt sabre. The rain presages the well-being of the people.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

S
Note

® Guan Gong (Master Guan): also referred to as Emperor Guan, King
Guan, and the revered General Guan — respectful forms of address
for a famous general of the Three Kingdoms Period (3rd century) in
Chinese history. His proper name was Guan Yu, alias Guan
Yunchang. Guan Gong is still popularly well-respected. Temples of

Emperor Guan are set up in various places.

133



134

TR

A

R

ramn PEEGLAR

g = G AT 7 Qutoaily B =
xi ha xiang shi ql yG hud zhdo jin yd dudn wi
EREDETEB?, RT & 59,
xiang ké 26 16 gudng jing you bié rd téo ru

------ FEO& %, ¥ BEX 5wk
zhd  rd bén rd zhui liGo pd bu kdi qidn wan bl zht  shi bai
B, OFWE ,BAIFTAF, BHTE, T

shi wan ndn nén nb nl 130 150 shao shao A ¢l yéng ya si

ThHhEBX%k, 220 2 , BB TF
zhi qién hou zud ydu zhg  fan sl yue fang ba

ZWMBELEEZE,ANA K &,

qing zhang dai  tGo Gn méng ¥

w /% (R ¥ )

BRGETAEBF o wF-¥a R, (BH0]R
FRAEEGYARAA—HZR, NGFTE S &%k, %%
PIR[AALE|ERGHE [BEWH], BRRF[AH],
(B]BERN, LIAREH, (#FERERLEH S L
EWE XN AH BB A S4Bk,

O FN . AAESMFHEETNEL(RFTEY), B
HEX EHET, AAFHIT IFX LELBHRAS
WA, XEURMNITRE T REX ARRER,

@ ¥ #HAF_AT-_HRABY, HEX—XRT
A E I

QO HEWAFEANERFY.

@ FERAMFRENHT, FEEHBFHALA
CE FBBFENENERFHEEANELES,



Chinese Folk Customs

In areas near the West Lake, the custom of offering joss
sticks begins on the day of the Flower Festival® and ends on
Dragon Boat Festival @ Day. The scenery of the West Lake
changes greatly with the arrival of pilgrims® . Millions of people,
men and women, young and old, elbow and shove, jostling in vain
through the crowd, snatching and slipping. Daily, the pilgrims
throng the temples. This excitement lasts about four months.

Zhang Dai (Qing Dynasty):
Memories of Dreams in Tao Recluse

S
Notes

® offering joss sticks: an occasion on which Buddhist pilgrims gather
and go to bum joss sticks in temples. This is a religious custom
popular in the Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Shandong provinces. The most
long-standing and flourishing celebration is the one in the West
Lake area of Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province.

® Flower Festival: It comes on February 12 of the lunar year, said to
be the birthday of all flowers.

@ Dragon Boat Festival: see P.37.

@ pilgrims: i.e., Buddhists. They practise abstinence from meat during
the period of offering joss sticks. Most of the pilgrims also take part
in the activities organized by the temples.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Sending Clothes for
the Winter®

On the first day of the tenth lunar month, families offer
sacrifices to ancestors and sweep the tombs much as they do
in the Zhong Yuan Festival® . In the evening, they write the
names and ranks of their ancestors on paper money (as if they
were sending out letters) and offer it as a sacrifice along with
hats and clothes made of colourful silks. They burn these things
outside their houses after a sacrificial ceremony. This custom is
called “sending clothes for the winter”.

Fucha Dunchong (Qing Dynasty):
Annual Records of the Capital

Notes

® Sending clothes for the winter: also called “Clothes-buming
Festival”, is a sacrificial custom observed in most parts.of China.
Weather starts to become cold in October of the lunar year, so -
people think it is time to send clothes to their kin in the nether
world. The custom was thus established.

® Zhong Yuan Festival: see P.138.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Ghosts in Zhong
Yuan Festival®

The fifteenth day of the seventh lunar month is the Zhong
Yuan Festival. Several days ahead of this date, people start to
market boots and shoes, hats and belts, and colourful clothes,
all made of paper. These items will be burnt as offerings to
ghosts. They also make bamboo tripods three to five feet tall,
the top part of which is in the shape of a lamp bowl. This is
called the “yulan pot ”. The paper garments and paper money
are burnt in it. Operatic troupes put on the play Mu Lian Rescuing
His Mother@ from the 7th till the 15th. The audience in that
period is double the usual size. On the fifteenth day of the
month, people offer vegetarian food to their ancestors. Any
family that has a new tomb outside the town must pay homage
~ to it on that day.

Meng Yuanlao (Song Dynasty):
Records of Dreams in East Capital
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

® Zhong Yuan Festival: i.e,, Yulan Pot Fair, or Ghost Festival, is
celebrated mainly to offer sacrifices to the souls of deceased people.
The climax is the buming of paper garments and paper money.
Since the yulan pot itself is also burnt at the end, the sacrificial rite is
called the Yulan Pot Fair.

® “Mu Lian Rescuing His Mother”: According to Buddhist scriptures,
the Buddhist disciple Mu Lian once furnished monks with all kinds
of fruit to secure his mother’s rescue from privation. It was a custom
in the old times to perform the play on July 15th of the lunar year.
The audience crowded the theatre on that day.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Sao Qing Girl®
Stopping the Rain

If it rains incessantly, people make a woman’s head out of
white paper and dress it up in clothes made of red and green
paper. They attach a small broom made of whiskbroom straw
to this doll and tie it to a bamboo pole. Then they hang the pole
under the eaves. The paper woman is called the sao ging
{sweeping to brightness) girl.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital

A0
Note

® The Sao Qing Girl: In times of incessant rain, the folk women will
make a paper woman and hang it up under the eaves to pray for
good weather. In some places, this paper woman is called the sao

ging girl.
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Peachwood to Repel
Evil Influence

Peachwood has a strong irritating smell. Thus, it can
suppress evil influences. This is the reason why people put up
tao fu @ on their doors.

Li Shizheng (Ming Dynasty):
A Compendium of Materia Medica

Put up the portrait of a chicken on the door, hang a reed
rope on top of it, place two pieces of tao fu beside it, and all
ghosts will be afraid. According to Kuo Ditu, “There is a big
peach tree in Taodu Mountain. Its twining branches and roots
measure a thousand miles. A golden chicken on this tree crows
when the sun rises. Two gods guarding under the tree, named
Yu and Lei, await evil ghosts with reed ropes in their hands.
When they catch one, they kill it.”

Zong Lin (Southern Dynasties, the State of Liang):
Stories of the Jing and Chu Times
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Chinese Folk Customs

Note

@ ta0 fir: a kind of decoration on the door commonly used during the
Lunar New Year. It is made of peachwood plaques painted with the
images of two door gods. People use these talismans to drive away
ghosts and repel evil influences. Since the Ming Dynasty, they have

been made of paper instead.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Leafing through
Scriptures to Be
Transformed into
Males

It is an old custom for households to dry their collection of
books and paintings in their yards under the strong sun on the
sixth day of the sixth lunar month. It is believed that by doing
so, no bookworms would infest the books and paintings. On
that day, temples dry their scriptures in the sun and monks
organize Scripture Leafing Sodalities among the old village
women, who believe that if they leaf through the scriptures ten
times, they could be transformed into males in their next
incarnation.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty
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Chiﬁgse Folk Customs

Stone Gandang®

Nowadays, a stone statue of a warrior figure or a
milestone is usually put in front of a house in a position facing
toward streets or bridges. The inscription on it, “Stone
Gandang”, is meant to suppress and dispel inauspicious
influences. Stone Gandang was originally mentioned in Ji Jiu
Zhang in the travel notes written in the West Han Dynasty@.
Yan Shigu® annotated it: “gandang, i.e., invincible”. According
to his notes, people use this practice to see‘k protection.

Tao Zongyi (Ming Dynasty):
Records of Stopping Farming in South Village

Notes

© Stone Gandang : A piece of stone is set at the opening of roads in
towns and villages with the inscripion “Stone Gandang” or
“Mount Taishan Stone Gandang”, gandang meaning invincible.
This fetish is set up in many parts of the country.

® West Han Dynasty: 206 BC—25 AD.

® Yan Shigu: a scholar of the Tang Dynasty (618—907), known for his
critical interpretation of classical texts.
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Chinese Folk Customs
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Sneezing Portending .= I
G YA
Disaster® ?’% ol

§
-

Now when people sneeze, they spit® and say, “Good
people are blessing me with a peaceful and happy life; evil
people are cursing me with loss of teeth.”

Li Xu (Ming Dynasty):
Jottings in Abstinence Hut

G

Notes

@ Sneezing portending disaster: It is popularly believed that if a person
sneezes, it is because someone is gossiping behind his back or it is an
ill omen. Yet some believe it is because someone is missing him.

® spit: Sneezing is supposed to forebode bad luck, just as is mistakenly
saying something taboo or inauspicious. To undo the harm, some
folk have the custom of spitting as a symbol of counteracting the
ominous sneezing or the previous remark, and say something

auspicious anew instead.
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Chinese Folk Customs

If a prostitute does business at home instead of in a

government licenced brothel, she is called a “home prostitute”,
or locally, a “private nest”. If someone’s wife is licentious, he
is called a “tortoise”. Probably this is because a male tortoise
cannot mate and has to connive at the female’s mating with a
snake. It was a regulation in the early years of the Qing
Dynasty that the scarves of such cuckolds be dyed green to
display their disgrace. This practice is just like wearing dark red
clothes® in ancient times. Up to this day, people still tease
others by saying that they wear green scarves.

Zhai Hao (Qing Dynasty):
Articles on Popular Things

)& o
Notes

@ Green scarf taboo: People label those whose wives are adulterous as
wearing green scarves or green hats. Thus, green scarves or green
hats are taboo in China.

@ wearing dark red clothes: Dark red clothes were worn by prisoners

in ancient times. It has become a metonymy for prisoners.
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In the mountains that surround the Tai Hu Lake, village

people live by planting mulberry trees and raising silkworms. A
month of abstinence assuring bountiful silk harvests runs from
the middie of the third lunar month to the middle of the fourth.
People put red paper on their doors and avoid visiting one
another. Many other things are prohibited. In this season,
silkworm farmers start working as soon as the soft mulberry
leaves appear in the groves. They carry baskets to pick the
leaves, boil silkworm cocoons in the village and reel silk in
bamboo sieves. These jobs last for a month. Afterwards the
taboos are lifted.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

A

Note

@ Silkworm taboo: taboo observed in the silkworm month in Jiangsu
Province and the Hangjiahu area in Zhejiang Province. 1 57
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Chinese Folk Customs

Reading Bone
Structure”

in the late Zhen Yuan period of the Tang Dynasty (805),
there was a blind fortune-teller who could read people’s
fortune from their bone structure. If people asked to have their
fortunes told, he would touch them with his hands and be able
to accurately predict their fortunes or misfortunes. Fang Ciging
went to visit him. By the time he left, other inquirers had
already jammed the lane. Seeing him come out, they asked,
“How was it?” Fang replied, “Not worth mentioning. He went
so far as to say that the reedy xiucai® Du would become a
government minister. What else can | say?” Later, Du was

given the royal seal and became the governor of West Shu.

(Song Dynasty): Tai Ping Guang Ji (Book 76)

AN
Notes

@ Reading bone structure: telling the destiny of people by reading
their bone structure, one of the means of divination practised among
common people.

® xiucai: one who passed the imperial examination at the court level in
the Ming and Qing Dynasties.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The Nuo Dance was closely related to the seasons. From

the imperial court to the folk, it was believed that the dance
could dispel epidemic diseases and disastrous evils. While
dancing, rowdy vyouths in big cities wore leather masks
patterned on seasonable birds and beasts.

Luo Yin (Tang Dynasty):
Scenes of Nuo Dancing

& A\

Note

@ Nuo Dance: a kind of dance to dispel epidemic diseases in ancient
times. Holding weapons of war dancers wore masks or painted their
faces. The main contents of the dance were performances to drive
away evil spirits. Throughout the years this dance has evolved to
manifest many aspects of folk work and life.
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‘ Chinése Folk Customs

Moonlight Paper®

Moonlight paper is sold at stationers. On the paper there are
two representations: the full moon and the Moonlight Buddha
sitting cross-legged on the lotus seat. In the first of these, the
moon (under a canopy of flowers) contains the Laurel Palace? in
which a rabbit stands pounding medicine with a pestle in a jade
mortar. Small versions of the moonlight paper are about ten
centimetres long. Big ones are three metres high. They are of
excellent craftsmanship, resplendent and magnificent. Families
put the Moonlight Buddha in the direction of the rising moon.
They offer sacrifices and make obeisance to the moon. When the
ceremony is over, the moonlight paper is burnt and the offerings,
cleared away, are distributed to every member of the family.

Liu Tong and Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery & Events in the Capital

L& A\
Notes

@ Moonlight paper: a piece of paper with paintings of the moon god
and the moon palace. It was used at the ceremony of offering
sacrifices to the moon during the Mid-Autumn Festival.

@ Laurel Palace: Legends have it that a miracle laurel tree stands beside
the moon palace which is thus called the Laurel Palace.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Praying for a Son
from Mohouluo®

On the seventh day of the seventh lunar month merchants
sell mohele — a kind of small clay figurine. People decorate its
plinth with colourful wood carvings. Some of these figurines
are enveloped in jade-coloured gauze; some are decorated with
gold, pearls, ivory or jadeite. A pair of these decorated mohele
can ‘be worth as much as several thousand dollars. Children
mimic the postures of these figurines, clasping fresh lotus
leaves bought for the purpose, and compete in such imitations
in their fancy clothes. The name mohele was taken from
Buddha Mohouluo, a personage in Buddhist scriptures, and
these statues are now commonly called mohele.

Meng Yuanlao (Song Dynasty):
Records of Dreams in East Capital

People in the capital call them mohouluo. They vary in size,
but are all expensive. Some are dressed as boys and girls and
are flamboyantly decorated. Southerners call these figures
giaoer — artsy kids.

Jin Yingzhi (Song Dynasty):
New Edition of Babblings of a Drunkard 1 65
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Chinese Folk Customs

Note

® Mohouluo: also named mohele, is a kind of clay doll made by
people in the middle and southern parts of China. Mohouluo is the
name of a Buddha in the Buddhist scriptures. Women in the Tang
Dynasty carved wax figures of babies and floated them on water to
beg for babies. These figures were called mohouluo then. In the
Song Dynasty it was a custom to sell clay or wooden dolls in the
market on the Double Seventh Day, used as a symbol of praying for
children.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Making Tea for
Guests”

Tea has been popular since the Tang Dynasty. It tastes
bitter at first and then turns sweet. Tea leaves that are picked
late are called ming @, Ordinary families offer a guest tea on
his arrival. This has now become a well-observed practice.

Zhu Yu (Song Dynasty):
Good Talks of Pingzhou

Upon the arrival of a guest, tea is prepared;, at his
departure, soup© is proffered. The origin of these practices
cannot be traced. At any rate, this custom has never been
abandoned either at the government level or in ordinary

households.

Anonymous (Song Dynasty):
Chronicles Written by a South Window
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

@® Making tea for guests: This custom started in the Northem and

Southern Dynasties (420—589). Even now, it is popularly practised.

@ ming: In ancient times, tea leaves picked late were called ming.
Now, ming is used as a general term for tea.

@ soup: This is a soup made by boiling sweet-tasting herbs like licorice
root. Originally, soup was offered as a gesture of courtesy at the
departure of a guest, but later it was offered as a hint that the visit
should draw to a close. Now this custom no longer exists.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Sending Tea as a Gift®

Tea bushes cannot be transplanted, but once planted they
are sure to produce seeds. In olden days, therefore, when
people got married, they would be sent tea as a betrothal gift,
in reference to the plant’s steadfastness.

Lang Ying(Ming Dynasty):
Qi Xiu Lei Bian

Note

® Sending tea as a gift: The custom of making tea a betrothal gift is sgll
practised. Sometimes, although tea is not included, the gift is stll
called a “tea gift”, signifying fidelity.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Going to a Teahouse

Teahouses in the capital (i.e. Beijing) featured long tables.
At these teahouses guests were charged separately for the tea
leaves and the hot water, so that if you wished you could bring
your own teapot and tea leaves and pay only for the water.
There, one could even see officials of the third and fourth ranks®
with their caged birds and wearing long sleeves, sitting among
the common people. Sipping tea, they relaxed and chatted with
horseherders and government lackeys, and no one felt they
were violating social etiqutte. But of course you would see
neither hide nor hair of VIPs or high officials in these
teahouses.

Xu Ke (Qing Dynasty):
Classified Anecdotes of the Qing Dynasty

K G0
Note

@ the third and fourth ranks: In ancient China, officials were classified
into nine ranks, the first rank being the highest. So third and fourth
ranks were around the middle in the echelon. 1 75
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Chinese Folk Customs

Scenes of Famous
Teahouses®

Teahouses displayed seasonal flowers and famous
paintings. Different seasons called forth exotic teas and special
soups. Rather than silver service one could see only china
teacups and lacquerware trays. In general, teahouses served as
places where young men from rich families and off-duty
government officials gathered to learn to play musical
instruments and practise numbers from local operas.
Teahouses of this kind were called “hung-out-shingle” places.
Other teahouses where craftsmen seeking a job met guild
masters were called “hiring halls”. Teahouses accommodating
prostitutes on the upper floor were called “flower teahouses”.
They were not the kind of place a man of moral integrity set
foot on. Ordinary teahouses with names like Caustic-tongued
Huang’s Ball-kicking Teahouse Next to Zhang’s Noodle Shop
and Jiang Jianyue’s Teahouse were places where government
officials and scholars met their friends.

Wu Zimu(Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream
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Chinese Folk Customs

Note

@ teahouses: places where the tea-loving Chinese enjoy drinking tea
and meet and chat with their friends by the way. They are like
cafés in the Western countries where people meet for social

exchanges.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Finger-Guessing
Game”

When a drinker plays the finger-guessing game, his neck
sticks out like a lone cypress. His look becomes as serious and
focused as the Yangtze River. He throws out his chest like a
prancing tiger. His eyeballs rotate like a fiery sun. His fingers
flutter like flying birds. His wrists slither smoothly like coiling
dragons.

Huangfu Song (Tang Dynasty):
Days and Nights in Drunkland

K 0
Nete

® Finger-guessing game: an entertainment during a banquet in which

players guess the fingers they show in turn and the loser will have to
drink up his cup of wine.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Gold Orchid
Sororities®

The village girls in Shunde, Guangzhou tend to form
sisterhoods under the name of “gold orchid sororities”. Soon
after they marry, they go back to live with their parents, and do
not return to their husbands for extended durations. Some do
not even spend a single night with their husbands. They
commit themselves to returning to their husbands only when
all the sorority members are married. They pledge that if they
are forced to return they will commit mass suicide.

Liang Shaoren (Qing Dynasty):
Jottings in “Autumn Rain Hut of a Different Kind ”

S

Note

® Gold Orchid Sororities: Women in these groups develop
attachments, closer than sisters’, almost like husbands and wives.

183



mmxmmg ﬂ’ﬁﬁ?ﬁi{tﬁﬁ

\.
|
/

184

i ft g zhé yd mu ¢l tGo cu zhi man dai z6 X

SHLZ,ATERREA, #H8UE,

shi gbn jian zhi yI gui  shi yu@ shi déu cu zhi  zhuéing fu shi rén

***}:FZ[’XBQEﬁiA—J’{E—I\s Jtt i:tA

yl wéi zhi  dou ybu chng chding ydu zhii zh&¢  qf yéng zhi you

HAZHH B, HEHE,HHE2X

yOu shi  ddu pén tdng gudn  wu jia bl zht yan

B, R ELERREE.

ming lia tong yu u o
B/ . FX E(FERDK)

FRAZ, [AMNRAERD LHRAE OREHRT,
BB ABRMAEESROR, AEXARA[LF LA IHF
WA R FHE R EALREN, FREF[ £
W1k, EBRAAENIATBE OB+
M VFR[BIK, BEXREPGTE L2 #AAXHETE
AR,

O IRE.FERRBTHRABEES MEHTF
BER,RATES, R SRTEFH L BEHRET, #A NS
Bk RIATHM,



Chinese Folk Customs

Cricketfight®

Once the season for ancestral worship is over, people start
catching crickets in cemeteries. Delighted with full bags, they
sling their catch over their shouiders on sorghum stalks and
swagger home. Cricketfighting starts in the seventh lunar
month. Labourers as well as intellectuals gather at special pits
for the game run by proprietors. Here they field their
professionally trained crickets. During the season, every family
garners crickets in bamboo containers, clay pots, bamboo
cylinders and jars.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital

S
Note

@ Cricketfight: a folk entertainment activity popular in autumn. It is
said that the custom started in the Tang Dynasty and it still persists.
Formerly, there were cricketfighting pits where people gambled on

the game.
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Chinese Folk Customs

The custom of kite-flying prevails during the Clear
Brightness Festival (around April 5th). The bamboo crossbow of
the kite vibrates with a buzz as it rises aloft on the power of its
tail. Big kites can be as broad as about three metres square
with a tail of six to ten metres. Most kites have a rectangular
shape. The rest are patterned as crabs, centipedes, butterflies
and dragonflies, or Chinese characters such as  “fortune” or
“longevity”. All kites are constructed with fine craftsmanship.
When flown in the evening, they have lights attached to their
tails and some have as many as three to five lights strung
together.

Li Dou (Qing Dynasty):
Records in a Gaily-Painted Pleasure Boat in Yangzhou

L& o\
Nete

@ Kite-flying: a kind of folk entertainment which prevails in the north,
east, and middle-south parts of China. The frame of the kite is made
of thin bamboo strips on which tssue paper or thin silk fabric is
glued. In some places, kites are flown in spring, and people

deliberately cut the string to let the kite go because they believe in
this way it will take away bad luck.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Morning Walk
with Birds®

Hoping their caged white-feathered birds will learn to sing
from the orioles on the banks of the lake, many city people
take their birdcages out there with them for a morning’s airing.
Because white-feathered birds are northern birds which are
fancied by people in the south, they can sell for a fortune. Their
gilded cages, too, can cost as much as a gold tray. On the
gravelled bottom of the cage, birds flutter in a motion called
dapeng (beating the canopy). In gaily-painted pleasure boats,
birdcages are hung on the rafters to be admired. Thrushes and
yellow-necks are second-class birds, but the variety of birds is
beyond counting.

Li Dou (Qing Dynasty):
Records in a Gaily-Painted Pleasure Boat in Yangzhou

L& A\
Note

@® Moming walk with birds: The custom of taking a morning stroll,
carrying one’s birdcage and placing it high in an open area while one
chats with old friends, breathes the fresh air and listens to the birdsongs
is practised all over China. “Bird-walkers” are mostly old men.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Going to the
Public Bath®

The pools are made of white stone. They are over ten
square metres in area and divided into several sections. The big
ones close to the boiler are the “big pools”. Next to them are
the “middle pools”. Small ones with lukewarm water are the
“babies’ pools”. Lockers standing in a circle against the walls
of the hall are called “sitting boxes”, and the ones at the sides,
“standing boxes”. A corridor leads to small chambers which are
called “warm rooms”. After drinking fragrant green tea, bathers
are offered massage service by the waiters. The service is
extravagant indeed. A bath on Chinese New Year’s Eve is
called “cleaning away dirt”, and a bath on Dragon Boat Festival
Day is called “a hundred herbs ablution”®.

Li Dou(Qing Dynasty)
Records in a Gaily-Painted Pleasure Boat in Yangzhou
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

@ Going to the public bath: also called “hatching the public bath” in
‘Wau dialect, is still practised in cities today. Different classes of public
baths cater to the needs of different groups. Going to the public bath
also serves the purposes of doing business, relaxation and socializing.

® a hundred herbs ablution: In ancient times, it was a custom to collect
all kinds of herbs, boil them and bathe in the decoction. It was

‘believed that by doing so ill fortune could be washed away.
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Watching the Tide®

The tides rolling up the Qiantang River surge to their
highest in the eighth lunar month. Starting on the 11th, city
people come down to watch the flood tide. Between the 11th
and the 18th, almost the entire city comes out. Crowds and
carriages jam the streets. The spectacle reaches a climax on
the 18th. Houses of two or more storeys between Miaozitou®
and Liuhe Tower @ are rented by goverment officials and
relatives of the emperor as galleries to watch the tide.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

&
Notes

@® Watching the tide: On August 18th of the lunar year, there is a
flood tide on the Qiantang River. Turbulent surges and huge waves
come like mountains. The custom of residents in the area of
Hangzhou watching the tide was established in the Song Dynasty
and is still observed.
@ Miaozitou: name of a place.
@ Liuhe Tower: a famous wooden tower by the Qiantang River. 1 95
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Chinese Folk Customs

Playing with
the Tide®

Hair streaming free, bodies tattooed, hands clutching big
colourful flags in sets of ten, hundreds of swimmers from the
Wu area compete in breasting the tidal surge. Appearing and
disappearing amidst the mountainous waves, they leap into
kaleidoscopic patterns, holding their flags aloft without wetting
even so much as their edges. Such are the displays of their
competence and skill that the rich and powerful are eager to
shower them with gifts of silver and silk.

Zhou Mi (Song Dynasty):
Past Events of the Martial Arts World

L& o &2
Nete

@ Playing with the tide: to display one’s swimming skill atop turbulent
waves, an entertainment popular among common people in the
areas around Hangzhou. It is undertaken in lunar August in the

tide-watching season.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Housewarming®

When a newcomer moves in, people in the neighbour-hood
compete to lend him household utensils, send him soup and
tea and introduce him to commerce in the vicinity. This
demonstrates the friendly and harmonious relationship among
the neighbours. They also chip in money and things and throw
a party as a gesture of their best wishes for his new
household. This practice is called “housewarming”.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

o
Note

® Housewarming: Common people believe that “neighbours are
dearer than distant relatives”. To send gifts and congratulations to a
newcomer is a custom that has been passed on to the present day.

199



200

R EISs Tﬁﬁﬁﬁf’ﬁﬁﬁ

séng

&

rén

bdo

i3

xi&o

HE

DEN

méi  §ido si géng zhG shan si guan yI ming zhdng &an

BEEXNE BEUFUEBL 5 &

sheé xing zh& téu tué da ti& ban ér hud mu yi ér yan jié bdo

2T EFLRO,ITERILR K&EILBH IR

xilo geé fén di fang rud qing zé yué tian sé& ging ming

B, 2N K ZENBE“XEE B "

yin zé yué tién sé yin hui yi zé yén yu sui féng
RuEe "XeRHl , NUSW. a R
yU shuang xu& bu gan qué <l méi yueé shud wang i yu jié
W R E.fABERE.BR YW B REY
xU  zé yan mén qii gl zhai ligng

B, UG NReE R,

song WG zZi mi  méng liang U

R/ RAB(E R )

HFR[(FAEIAAB I, &L LM FERLC AL
TR AEZRTHEAHRARETELRILIAARE
UBHRE[AMNIRET , [N)SAF] 8T HRE &R
Fo WREK AMAY B RILHEN", RARRLERE
MEE”, TEHRAALTRT”, FREANTHATHEEE
FTHRR,LAKBRRERF, AFFAGH—F+EAR
BV A [N IREREFRECRESLY,

O TEXR ATHZRNETEA,
@ FREAMAFRLRBEL,



Chinese Folk Customs

Monks Heraldlng
Daybreak

At the fourth watch in the morning when the bells of the
Buddhist temples and Taoist monasteries in the mountains
chime, the ascetic monks in thatched huts start to beat either
iron plates or muyuer(D along the streets to herald the break of
day, each patrolling his own section. If it is sunny, they shout,
“The sun shines brightly!” If it is cloudy they announce, “It is
cloudy and gloomy!” If it rains they report the rain. They never
put off their rounds even in such extremes of weather as wind,
rain, frost or snow. On the 1st and 15th of every lunar month
and during festivals they beg for alms and food from door to
door.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

o
Note

@ muyuer: ie., “wooden fish”, a percussion instrument made of a
hollow wooden block, usually, used by Buddhist priests to beat
rhythm when chanting scriptures. 2 01
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Chinese Folk Customs

Hand-Shadow
Drama®

Once Monk Huiming met some hand-shadow artists who
requested him to compose a poem. Brush in his hand, he
improvised:

Three feet of silk make up the stage.

Ten fingers entertain the audience.
By the candle-lit window on a moonlit night,
Laughter bursts out of the palms.
Hong Mai (Song Dynasty):
Records of Yijian

All kinds of hand art take clever names, such as the “hand-
shadow play”. The artists’ simple hand movements in the
lamplight cast a myriad of dramatic shadows.

Nai Deweng (Song Dynasty):
Records of Famous Events in the Capital

L& A\
Neto

@ Hand-shadow drama: a popular entertainment that prevailed in
Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces in the Southern Song Dynasty. 203
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Chinese Folk Customs

Whipping a Top”

A top is a wooden toy in the shape of a little copper bell,
except that it is solid and it has no handle. A [whip] string is
wound around it, with no bamboo rod attached. Once the top is
set on the ground, you must whip it speedily. When whipped,
the top spins quickly and silently. As soon as it begins to slow
down, you whip it again. Thus, it spins on and on. When it
spins fast, it looks as if it were standing still on the ground. The
glittering surface gyrates incessantly while its shadow remains
still.

Liu Tong & Yu Yizheng (Ming Dynasty):
Scenery and Events in the Capital

L& &2
Note

@ Whipping a top: a popular children’s game, usually played during
winter and spring times.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Stomping Songs”

On the fifteenth day of the tenth lunar month women sing
the song, “Here Comes the Red Phoenix”, stomping the

ground arm in arm rhythmically.

Ge Hong (Jin Dynasty):
Miscellanies of the West Capital

Drinking ten litres plus of wine for only a hundred copper
coins, Hearing the drumbeats though it is not earth god’s day®,
In the Wu® area, men sing as their feet stomp out the rhythm
and women dance: Such are the days filled with happiness and

NO SOITOW.

Wang Anshi (Song Dynasty):
After the Joumney to Yuanfeng
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

@ Stomping songs: i.e., stomping out the thythm of the song while
singing, accompanied by dance gestures. This was a form of folk
song and dance in ancient times.

@ earth god’s day: the day when people offered sacrifices to the earth
god in ancient times. On this day all work was forbidden, even

s .
women s sewing.

® Wu: the name of an ancient state. It covered the major parts of
Jiangsu and Shanghai and parts of Anhui and Zhejiang.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Walking on stilts is a performance which employs two
lengths of wood strapped to the feet. This kind of performance
can be traced back to very ancient origins. It is described in
Liezi, “There was a man named Lanzi in the State of Song
{c.7th century B.C.) who entertained the first Song emperor
with his feat of walking and running with two wooden poles
taller than himself attached to his lower legs”.

Li Jiantang: The Etymology of Idioms

Attaching wooden sticks over three metres long to one’s

feet and walking on them is called “walking on stilts”.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

o
Noto

@ Walking on stilts: also termed “tied-on long feet”. Performers are
dressed as lengendary characters and perform with long poles
attached to their feet. It is a holiday folk performance. 21 1
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Chinese Folk Customs

A piece of cloth is framed into an open-sided box supported
on a pole. The puppets, several inches tall, are manipulated on
the performer’s hands accompanied by gong and drum. The
dialogue is spoken shrilly by a single narrator. This kind of
drama is locally called “wooden people play”. A similar version,
the “string-drawn play”, takes its name because the hands and
feet of the puppets are suspended on pieces of string.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

e
Note

@ Puppet drama: a kind of drama in which the play is performed by
puppets. The puppeteers stand behind the stage manipulating the
puppet as well as singing and reciting the lines. Differentiated by the
forms of the puppets and the methods of manipulation, the puppet
drama is divided into categories of “sack puppet (or glove puppet)”,
“string puppet” and “rod puppet”. This form of folk art is still
performed today.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Monkey Drama®

In Fengyang people train monkeys to dress themselves in
hats and belts. These people.raise dogs to be their monkeys’
steeds. The monkeys are even able to stage such plays as The
Mill, Three Battles, etc. Local people call this kind of drama
“monkey play”.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

L& O\
Note

® Monkey drama: a play performed by monkeys tamed by folk artists.
At the beginning of the play, folk artists beat gongs and drums to
attract an audience. They then make the monkeys dress themselves
up in the red clothes and hats of old-time government officials and
do all kinds of tricks.
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Chinese Folk Customs

If a person sends a servant to deliver his red calling card to
relatives or friends in the New Year, he usually does not pay a
visit in person. The recipient may respond in the same way by
returning his red calling card. This practice is called “winging
cards”. Chu Renhuo’s Collection of Hard Gourds comments on
this custom as follows: “Greeting cards were sent as early as
the beginning of the Qing Dynasty in the form of traditional
letters with the addressee’s name. During the middle of
Emperor Kangxi’s reign, red paper was used and a
complimentary close became customary. Now such cards are
exchanged between people who do not visit one another or
even speak when they meet in the street .”

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

Chivalrous young people like to gather in Pingkangfang@ in
Chang’an. At the same time, the new jinshi®, flaunting their

red name cards, make friends there.

Wang Renyu (Five Dynasties):
Incidents in the Years of Kai Yuan and Tian Bao 21 7
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

@ calling cards: a card in red paper with the name and ttle of the
person used in communication and correspondence. It was given
many names in ancient times. A modem version is the name card or
business card. This social custom originated long ago. Originally, the
card was made of wood. Later, with the invention of paper, it was
called “name paper”.

® Pingkangfang: a place in Chang’an, capital of the Tang Dynasty.
Courtesans thrived there then.

@ jinshi: a successful candidate in the highest imperial examinations.
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Chinese Folk Customs

In ancient times one saluted by yi @, only raising one’s
hands. Our modern re salute originated with a family named
Wang who lived in the lower reaches of the Yangtze River. This
special method of greeting was practised first by the Wang
brothers. When Zhi Daolin returned from the east where he had
visited the Wang Ziyou brothers, he was asked, “How are the
Wangs?” He replied, “What | saw was a flock of white-necked
cranes cawing at each other.” This greeting is what we call re
today.

Lu You (Song Dyansty):
Notes Written in Lao Xue Study

S
Notes

@ Saluting by re: a mode of salutation between men in ancient times.
In addition to raising their hands clasped in front of their chests, they
also uttered a greeting sound.

® yi: or zuo yi, an ancient way of saluting people by bowing and
raising both hands which are clasped at the same time.
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Chinese Folk Customs

“Sparrow on a
Bamboo Tip”*®

On the third day of the third lunar month®, performers put
on acrobatic shows called “Sparrow on a Bamboo Tip” in Taoist
temples. First, a bamboo pole over ten metres tall is erected in
a courtyard. Then the performers climb to its top and dance
there. They slide up and down and strike manifold poses. The
audience-are agape. So tensely are they watching that they drip
with sweat. On the other hand, the performers are as carefree
and leisurely as butterflies fluttering their wings or crows
swooping.

Tian Rucheng (Ming Dynasty):
Notes on West Lake Tour

A
Notes

® “Sparrow on a Bamboo Tip”: a traditional show put on by trained
fork artistes. Similar versions are still performed.

® the third day of the third lunar month: It is believed that that day is
the birthday of an important Taoist saint, Beiji Yousheng Zhenjun.
Hence, there are various celebrations and performances on that day

in Taoist temples.
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Blind People Singing
for a Living®

To make a living, many blind people learn to play the pipa,
and sing ballads or songs recounting traditional and
contemporary events. This practice is called taozhen (truth
singing). These songs are mainly about events in the Song
Dynasty. This old custom has been passed down from the
capital of the Northern Song Dynasty. In his poem, Passing
through Bianliang, Qu Zongji wrote:

It’s worthwhile to boast of songs and dances in mansions
Where a luxurious life was led in the olden times.
By the roadside, carefree and sorrowless blind girls

Retell stories of the Zhaos® while they pluck the pipa.

What is depicted in this poem is identical to the practice in
Hangzhou.

Tian Rucheng (Ming Dynast):
Notes on West Lake Tour
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notes

@ Blind people singing for a living: Blind people play simple musical
instruments such as huging, a two-stringed bow instrument, and
Ppipa, a plucked string instrument with a fretted fingerboard, and sing
along the streets to seek a living on the alms from the passersby. This
custom can occasionally be seen nowadays.

® the Zhaos: The family name of the emperor of the Song Dynasty is
Zhao. Thus, “the Zhaos” refers to the royal family.
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Chinese Folk Customs

People who like to do good works and strive for moral

perfection tend to show concern for orphans, to care for the
afflicted, to respect the aged and sympathize with the poor. If
someone dies with nothing to cover his body, these
philanthropists will donate money for his coffin or cremation. If
people by the roadside suffer from cold and hunger in heavy
snows, these rich people will visit their homes one by one to
find out their difficulties. Then, to alleviate their misery, under
cover of the night these philanthropists insert banknotes or
gold and silver coins in the cracks of their doors. When the
poor open their doors in the morning, this money rains down as
if it had fallen from heaven.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream

A

Note

® Doing good works: Folk people believe that if you do good works
and achieve moral perfection, you will be rewarded in your next
incarnation. So philanthropists are found not only among the rich,
ordinary people, too, as their status and fortune permit, also find
opportunities to do good deeds:
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Chinese Folk Customs

Wearing Beauty Spots® =

Modern women’s “flowerpieces”, the beauty spots worn
to cover freckles and facial blemishes, were created by Shang
Guan Shi, a supervisor of palace women in the Tang Dynasty.
Before the year of Dali (766-780), the wives of government
officials and high-status scholars were a vicious and jealous lot.
At the slightest provocation, they scarred the faces of maids or
concubines with marks which were so common that various
types had names such as “coin spot” or “crescent moon spot”.

Duan Chengshi (Tang Dynasty):
You Yang Records of a Myriad Things

& S
Note

® Wearning beauty spots: also called “wearing flower yellow”, was a
kind of facial decoration for women in ancient times. The “fowers”
were made of very thin metal pieces or yellow paper in the shapes
of stars, moon, flowers, leaves, birds or insects to be glued on the

forehead or face as an adornment. They were also worn to cover up
facial blemishes.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Wearing Cypress
Flowers

Artificial flower shops have a New Year’s Eve specialty: a
bouquet made by dyeing cypress leaves copper green ahd
ornamenting them with tiger images cut from colourful knitting
wool. These leaves are called tiger flowers. In addition to
tigers, other images are used: the “longevity star”, the “god of
harmony”, the “god of wealth”, and the gilin® — all intended
to elicit fortunate outcomes. Women send these cypress
flower corsages to one another, and they dress up children
with these or naments in the New Year.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

L& O\
Note

® qilin: a legendary animal the shape of which is similar to a deer with
homs, scales and a long tail. In ancient times it was a propitious
symbol Common people believed that if you worshipped it and
offered prayers to it you would inevitably have a son. So the gilin

image was always associated with a small boy.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Select red garden balsam petals, pound them in a mortar

and add a pinch of alum. Cleanse your fingernails in your
chamber and apply the mixture to them. Bind them with a
piece of silkk and let the mixture set overnight. At the first
appiication the colour is pale, but after three to five treatments
it will be dark as rouge and will not wash away. It will fade by
the time the fingernails are trimmed in ten days.

Bian Yang & Zhou Mi (Song Dynasty):
Miscellanies in the Year of Guixin

When the garden balsams turn red, embroidery girls

extract the juice to dye their fingernails.

Pan Rongbi (Qing Dynasty):
Famous Events in the Capital
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Chinese Folk Customs

Putting on Rouge

According to the Annotations of Ancient and Modern
Times, yan grass grew in the western state of YanQ. Its leaves
were like the setose thistle, its flowers were like the madder.
Local people dyed powder with its juice to make rouge, a facial
cosmetic. Palace women in the Qin Dynasty all put on such
rouge. This probably indicates that rouge originated in the Qin
Dynasty.

Gao Cheng (Song Dynasty):
The Origins of Things

The kohl @ of the southern metropolises is best for
decorating the eyebrows, while the rouge of the north makes
dimples blossom.

Xu Ling (Southern Dynasties, the State of Chen):
Preface to New Ode to Yutai
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Chinese Folk Customs

Notos

@® Yan: one of the ancient states in China during the Spring and
Autumn Period (770 BC—476 BC) and the Warring States Period
(475 BC- 221 BC).

® kohl: a preparation used by women in the East to darken the edges
of their eyebrows.
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Chinese Folk Customs

“All is Well”?

Cypress twigs are inserted into dried persimmons atop big
tangerines. This arrangement is called “all is well”.

Tian Rucheng (Ming Dynasty):
Notes on West Lake Tour

On Lunar New Year’s Day, people eat dried persimmons
and tangerines. This practice is called “all is well”.

(Year of Guangxu, Qing Dynasty):
Annual Recorq of Yanghu County, Wujin

Nota

@ “All is well”: Dried persimmons and tangerines are regarded as
auspicious food among commoners. This is because the
pronunciation of “persimmon” and “tangerine” in Chinese are
homonymous with the words “thing” and “auspicious”
respectively. Therefore, when put together, these two fruits suggest
that “all things are auspicious”, i.e. “all is well”. This eating habit is
popular in Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Practising
Abstinence®

Common people practise vegetarianism as a form of
fasting and abstinence. But they do not know that according to
saints and sages, so-called fasting is to put in order disorderly

thinking, and so-called abstinence is to quell inordinate desires.

Tao Zongyi (Ming Dynasty):
Talking about Outer Town
quoting Li Zhiyan’s
Experience in the East Valley

Note

@ Practising abstinence: popularly called “eating only vegetables”, a
diet custom observed by Buddhists of the Han race for over a
thousand years. It is classified into two categories: “long abstinence”
when people eat vegetables all year long, and “flower abstinence”
when people eat vegetables only on certain special days. When
practising abstinence, people avoid meat, eggs, and animal oils.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Rice Porridge for
December Eighth®

On the eighth day of the twelfth lunar month, temples®
and households cook porridge with walnuts, pine seeds, small
mushrooms, persimmons, chestnuts and so forth. The porridge
is called “rice porridge for December Eighth”.

Zhou Mi (Song Dynasty):
Past Events of the Martial Arts World

To cook “rice porridge for December Eighth”, boil yellow
rice, white rice, glutinous rice, millet, chestnuts, red cowpeas
and jujube paste together. When it is done, dot it with walnuts,
apricot kernels, melon seeds, peanuts, hazelnuts, pine nuts, all
dyed red, and white sugar, brown sugar and chopped raisins.

Fucha Dunchong (Qing Dynasty)
Annual Records of the Capital
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Chinese Folk Customs

® Rice Porridge for December Eighth: The 8th of lunar December is
the day when people offer sacrifices to all the gods. It is customary
to eat rice porridge with nuts and dried fruits on that day. This dish
is also called “rice porridge of eight treasures”. There are many
versions of the origins of this custom.

® temples: One origin of this custom comes from Buddhism. Legends
have it that once, famished, the founder of Buddhism, Sakyamuni,
ate porridge cooked with wild fruits and was enlightened and
became the Buddha. That happened on the eighth of lunar
December. Therefore, on that day every year, monks in temples
chant sutras and cook rice porridge with nuts and dried fruits to
commemorate this event.
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Chinese Folk Customs

“Sky Well”®

People south of the Yangtze River call their courtyard their
“sky well” because, surrounded by buildings with high roofs,
this opening lies low like a well in the ground. According to
Zhou’s Book of Rites, we can infer that this area is called a

ln

“sky well” because it is open to the sky above, and at ground

level is a sunken area fed by rainwater.

Zhai Hao (Qing Dynasty):
Articles on Popular Things

L& %
Nete

@ “Sky well”: refers to an open area encircled by houses or walls.
People usually plant flowers or rear fish to beautify it. This practice
is popular in most parts of China.
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Chinese Folk Customs

“Sparrow Hawk’s
Kiss”®

After Boliang Palace was burned in the Han Dynasty,
warlocks from the ancient state of Yue spoke of a legendary
sea fish. This creature has a tail shaped like a sparrow hawk’s
which slaps against the waves and precipitates downpours. So,
people carve figures of this fish and place them at both ends of
the ridgepoles of buildings as a fire prevention charm.

Li Jie (Song Dynasty):

Architectural Designs, Book 11,
quoting Records of Han Dynasty

Note

@ “sparrow hawk’s kiss”: also named ‘“sparrow hawk’s tail”, a
decorative figure on the two ends of a ridgepole. Originally in the
shape of the tail of a sea beast called chi, the form evolved into a
backward-curving bird, opening its beak as if to swallow the
ridgepole—hence its name, “sparrow hawk’s kiss”. This architectural

ornament can be seen anywhere in China.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Some shops exhibited neither painted signs nor written
names. Instead, the owners displayed their goods, or dummy
versions or symbols of them at their store fronts as they were
illiterate. For instance, winesellers hung up a winepot, charcoal
burners a piece of charcoal; noodle shops made do with strips
of paper, and fish stalls displayed wooden fish. These are what
common people called “shop signs”.

Xu Ke (Qing Dynasty):
Classified Anecdotes of the Qing Dynasty
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The distinctive cries of the street peddlers in the capital,

varying in tone and timbre, are taken up by popular songsters
who adapt these melodies to their own entertaining lyrics. This
practice has become very popular today.

Gao Cheng (Song Dynast):
The Origins of Things

Street cries in the capital city are often imitated in every
street and home. These adaptations are, in effect, songs

combining the vendors’ melodious chants with dubbed-in lyrics.

Wu Zimu (Song Dynasty):
Records of a Pipe Dream
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Chinese Folk Customs

Selling Ice®

Local people construct ice-cellars and sell ice carried on
bamboo poles along the street. This sort of ice is called “cool
ice”. In this ice they sometimes put red bayberries, peaches or
small apples. These confections are called “iced bayberries”,
“iced peaches”, etc. Ice is used to keep fish fresh in the
market and this is called “ice-fresh”.

Gu Lu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

S S

Note

@ Selling ice: a trade which existed in ancient times in both the
northern and southern parts of China. In the Qing Dynasty ice
vendors in Beijing clashed together two copper dishes in their hands
to make a sound to attract buyers. To prevent the ice from melting,
they covered it with layers of insulating cotton.
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Chinese Folk Customs

Receiving the God
of Wealth®

The fifth day of the first lunar month is the birth of the God
of Wealth. People beat cymbals and gongs, light firecrackers,
arrange sacrifices and offer sweet wine. Thinking priority
beneficial and auspicious, they attempt to be first to hold this
ceremony. People rise early to be the first to receive the god.
According to County Annals of Wuxi, “Surnamed ‘He’ and
named ‘Wulu’, the Wulu God died in a fight against Japanese
bandits. People offer sacrifices to him.” The God of Wealth
whom people offer sacrifice to is also called Wulu, but it seems
to have nothing to do with the Wulu God.

Gulu (Qing Dynasty):
Worthy Records of the Qing Dynasty

A
Note

@A‘Receiviﬁg the, God of Wealth: On January 5th of the lunar year,
shops in the areas south of Yaggtze River hold special receptions for
the God of Wealth because people believe by doing so they can be
assured of good business and plentiful profits in the following year.
This occasion is an important byea.rly event and the custom is stll

practised today.
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