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exclusive :
adj.
" —

Gregorian
calendar
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The Calendar
I3

Snap Shot

he Chinese calendar is not exclusive to China, but
Tfollowed by many other Asian cultures. It is often
referred to as the Chinese calendar because it was first
perfected by the Chinese around 500 BC. In most of East
Asia today, the Gregorian calendar is used for day to day
activities, but the Chinese calendar is still used for
marking traditional holidays such as the Chinese New

Year or Spring Festival.
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Cultural Panorama
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History

The Chinese Lunar New Year is the longest chronological
record in history, dating from 2600 BC. Like the Western
calendar, the Chinese Lunar Calendar is a yearly one, with the
start of the lunar year being based on the cycles of the moon.
Therefore, because of this cyclical dating, the beginning of the
year can fall anywhere between late January and the middle of
February. A complete cycle takes 60 years and is made up of five
cycles of 12 years each.

Evidence from the Shang oracle bone inscriptions shows that
by at least the 14th century BC the Shang Chinese had
established the solar year with 365 and 174 days as well as the
lunar version with 29 and 1/2 days. In the calendar used by the
Shang, the seasons of the year and the phases of the Moon
appear to all be accounted for. Analysis of surviving astronomical
records inscribed on oracle bones reveals a Chinese lunisolar
calendar, with intercalation of lunar months, dating back to the
Shang Dynasty of the fourteenth century BC. Various intercalation
schemes were developed for the early calendars. Early Eastern
Zhou texts, such as the Spring and Autumn Annals, provide
better understanding of the calendars used in the Zhou Dynasty.
One year usually had 12 months, which were alternately 29 and
30 days long, and intercalary months were added in an arbitrary
fashion at the end of the year.

From the earliest records, the beginning of the year occurred
near the winter solstice when a New Moon appeared, but the
choice of month for the beginning of the civil year varied with

time and place. In the late second century BC, a calendar reform
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chronological
adj.
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oracle bone:
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lunisolar ;
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almanac
n.
VR

imperial ;
adj.
Bt

horoscope:
n.
HE

established the practice, which continues today, of requiring the

winter solstice to occur in.the 11th month.
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Huang Li

The calendar is still used in the more traditional Chinese
households around the world to pick ’lucky dates’ for important
events such as weddings, funerals, and business deals. A special
calendar is used for this purpose, called the yellow almanac,
literally “Imperial Calendar”, which contains auspicious activities,
times, and directions for each day.

Strictly speaking, the yellow almanac should perhaps not be
called a book so much as a glorified calendar. But as contents are
constantly added — climatic information, horoscopes, dietary
advice, metric conversion tables, auspicious and inauspicious
activities — the yellow almanac may range anywhere from 20 to

100 pages, a kind of mini-encyclopedia for the home. In ancient



times, it was compiled by the imperial astronomer and called the
“Emperor’s almanac”. Commoners were forbidden to make
private copies on penalty of losing their heads. Why was it so
important? By telling the farmer when to plant various crops, a
well-regulated calendar helps ensure an abundant harvest, crucial
to an agricultural society. And with no more emperor, the
almanac needed a new name.

Since people today look at it only to tell their fortunes and
farmers have long since had detailed, scientific agricultural
information to rely on, is there any reason for the yellow almanac
to continue to exist? According to a survey, only 1.7 percent of us
think it should not. It seems clear that the Chinese almanac,
which has existed now for several thousand years, will continue to
be a part of Chinesé life in the future. How its contents will
change with the times we have no way of predicting, but it seems

Chinese still need a copy, no matter they still believe it or not.
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Modern Link

= Mft#EE

ince the creation of the Republic of China, China has of-
Sficially adopted the Gregorian calendar, or the solar cal-
endar for the administration purpose. However, the Chinese cal-
endar remains culturally essential. For example, most of the tradi-
tional festivals, such as Chinese New Year and the Mid —Autumn
Festival, traditionally fixed on the dates of the Chinese Lunar Cal-
endar. Furthermore, the traditional Chinese calendar, as an ele-
ment of traditional culture, is invested with much cultural and na-

tionalistic sentiment.
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Svap Shot

hat are the Chinese Solar Terms? Almost every

WChinese person has heard mention of them, but very
few have a clear idea of what they are. In this edition, we hope to
enlighten our readers on their origins and development, and by
introducing a number of interesting customs to rekindle the
wisdom of the ancient Chinese.

One year has 24 solar terms in accordance with the changes
of nature, stipulating the proper time for planting and harvesting.
The first day of the first solar term is the Beginning of Spring,
which cannot always fall on the first day of the year as in the

Western Gregorian Calendar.
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contagious::
adj.
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Cultural Panorama
XA

Putting the Sun in the Lunar Calendar

The agricultural calendar is not exclusively the lunar calendar:;
it combines lunar and solar elements. And the 24 Solar Terms
which make up such an important part of the calendar are 100%
compliant with the movements of the sun. Why would the early
Chinese who based their social life around a lunar schedule
designate an extra annual cycle of 24 solar periods?

The explanation is very simple: the ancients gathered their
knowledge completely from nature; they inferred a direct relation
between the waxing and waning of the natural world and the birth
and death of every human being. When would the fish swim up to
the water’s surface through the broken ice? When would the
swallows arrive? When would the crops bloom and wither?
Furthermore, when could they expect a heat wave, so they might
be extra cautious about the spread of contagious disease? When
would the frosts come again, so that all the farmers, fishers and
hunters could stock up food for the winter? Every last one of these
concerns was decided not by the moon but by the sun, by the
length and power of the sunlight!

To China, founded as it was on agriculture, the importance
of sunlight could hardly be
greater. Because of this,
integrating information
concerning the move-
ments of the sun into the
lunar calendar for the

consideration of the



farming folk was an impressive feat of learning. As early as the
Xia Dynasty 4000 years ago, the ancient Chinese observed the
shadows of the sun and discovered the Summer Solstice — when
the sun’s shadow is the shortest and the daylight lasts the longest,
and the Winter Solstice — when the sun casts the longest shadow
and daylight is least. These dates became the starting points of the

system of 24 terms.
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Five Days in a Phase, Three Phases in a Term

From a modern perspective, the ancient Chinese used the

Solar Terms to integrate astronomical and meteorological
observations. They have a scientific derivation — the earth rotates
at a tilted angle as it orbits around the sun. According to the
different position of each location on the globe, the sun’s rays will
land at correspondingly different angles, and in this way the

alternating seasonal cycle of winter, spring, summer and autumn

astronomical :
adj.
R X Hy

meteorological :

adj.
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is produced. This in turn influences the precipitation and
temperature at the earth’s surface. In other words, the Solar
Terms established a number of dates based on astronomical
phenomena, but at the same time they came to reflect climatic
conditions and changes in the natural environment.

To attain even greater precision, the four so-called “Beginning
Days” (at which spring, summer, fall and winter begin) were
eventually inserted in between “the Two Solstices” and “the Two
Equinoxes”. This system was developed even further around the
Western Han Dynasty, when the ancient Chinese, knowing that
the earth makes an orbit of 360 degrees around the sun,
designated a Solar Term for every 15 degrees. They further
selected a name for each term, based on its special climatic

characteristics, thus establishing the standard 24 Solar Terms.
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