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From among the various folk paper-cuts throughout the whole country, the 12
Shu Xiang (the popular name of Sheng Xiao) is one of the most popular themes.
Shu Xiang is also called Sheng Xiao (the names of 12 symbolic animals as-
sociated with a 12-year cycle). Sheng refers to the year of a person's birth,
Xiao means similarity. The fact that Sheng Xiao takes 12 years to form a
cycle is originated from the ancient Chinese calendar in which the years are
designated by the Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches. The matching of
12 kinds of animals and the 12 Earthly Branches produces the 12 years of
Zishu, Chouniu, Yinhu, Maotu, Chenlong, Shishe, Wuma, Weiyang, Shenhou,
Youji, Xugou and Haizhu. The 12 Sheng Xiao is arranged in the order of the
daily activities of the 12 animals.

It is at least before Northern and Southern Dynasties that the associating
between the 12 Earth Branches of animals and the years of human birth came
into being. It became more prevalent in Tang Dynasty. People connect the
habits and characteristics of the animals with the different dispositions of
human's birth years and even one's whole life. Thereby, the Sheng Xiao Cul-
ture with typical Chinese characteristics is established. The folk paper-cuts,
which express the themes of 12 symbolic animals, demonstrate the people's
explicit recognition of the Sheng Xiao Culture in the era of farming. They are
not only for decoration, but also express people's wishes to life.
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The first of the twelve Earthly Branches - The Rat

Zi Shi refers to the time from 11pm to 1am. It is said the rat is audacious and
acts the most frequently. So the rat is associated with the first of the 12
Earthly Branches.

A rat running across the street, with everybody shouting, "Kill it!" In reality,
those phrases or idioms involving the rat are mostly bad ones. Nevertheless,
in the folk paper-cut, the rat is very lively and lovely.

In every corners of China, it is spread the legend of "the rat marries his
daughter off" and the related folk custom activities. The wedding day for the
rat is mostly happened in the spring festival. In that evening, the parents
would coax their kids to sleep early so as not to miss the rat wedding
ceremony. Some adults would tell the kids to hide their shoes, in case they
might be taken away to serve as the bridal sedan chair. The customs for the
rat's wedding day are different from region to region: in some place, cool
food, rice and salt, and fried sesame sugar, are offered; in some place, no
lights in the dark night, no cooking in the kitchen, going to bed early; in some
other place, people shout while beating the pot lids to hurry the rat to marry
off. Whatever the customs are, the purpose is to make the rat "marry off "
and leave their homes.
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Zi — the First
Jingle, Shanxi Gac

elve Symbolic Animals (window decoration)
‘huangying  14.0cm x 15.0cm
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Panyoe k4 15.5em x 12.7c¢m

es (window decoration)

Guangyuan, Sichuan 15.5cm x 12.7cm
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S 12.5¢m % 10.8cm
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s the Grapes (window decoration)

The Re

Fuxian, Shan'xi Yuan Zhuye



