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INTRODUCTION:
P

11 symbols are of universal use and

date from earliest antiquity. Mrs

- Louise Crane has taken in hand in
this volume to describe some of the symbols she
has observed in the social life of the Chinese. The
symbols that exist in modern times may have their
origin in prehistoric days. That which looks new
may yet carry the weight of innumerable years.
It is difficult to trace the origin of many of these.
Whether symbols and signs existed before speech
is an undetermined point. Many maintain that
symbols were used before speech. There are many
ways of communication between men. At first
they extended only as far as the eye could see; but
symbols are now employed for long distances and
signs are used to annihilate space. They are trying
to penetrate as far as Mars, but most stop nearer
and are satisfied if the distant parts of the earth are
reached. Symbols are our agents. Some scientists
would have us believe that we have no essential
connection with matter—as a real part of our
being—but that the whole of material existence is
symbolic. In any case, symbols form a great part of
our life. By means of codes, of signs, and material
means we send messages by the vibration of the air,
and record them by conventional traces, Then again
there are pictures. These appeal to children and the

illiterate before words,

Of the three allied words sign, emblem, symbol,
sign is the most comprehensive and generic. Sign
has manifold meanings: an emblem is always
visible to the eye—a circle is the emblem of
eternity: in Chinese we have a corresponding
picture representing T'ai Chi, or the Absolute,

A symbol is a sign included in the idea it
represents: an actual part to represent the whole. A
lion is the symbol of courage. On the other hand,
conventionally we speak of tears as the signal
of grief. The science of Mathematics is largely

symbolical.




“The rude cross on the soldier’s grave is a
symbol—the dinted helmet which lies on the
mound below is not a symbol but a sign. Both
of them “touch the mind,” but in different ways

The symbol is metaphorical—the sign reminds
of something that has happened or that is true. In
marriage, for example, the ring is a symbol—of
perpetuity and fidelity. The grasping of hands is a
sign, de presenti, of the covenant then made. The
Cross is a symbol of sacrifice; the crucifix is not a
symbol, but a sign—it reminds of the actuality of

an atonement. A symbol signifies—a sign shows.”

Symbol has been defined as, “Anything that

stands for something else.”

The pictures on the clay cylinders are symbols.
By a common understanding it was agreed on that
the pictures of certain animals should be always
used as symbols to represent certain things. These
hieroglyphics then are symbols, the key of which
being known, help the Egyptologist to understand
and interpret these mysterious signs.

Readers of Mrs. Crane’s book are introduced
into manifold views of the social life of the
Chinese as the authoress pictures one phase of the

people’s life after another.

The literature and the cosmogony of this ancient
nation are full of symbolic ideas. To take colour
alone, it introduces us at once to a deep and
complex series of ideas some of which are most

suggestive.

Take for example white, which has been
the colour worn during mourning from times
immemorial and which is frequently mentioned
by Mrs. Crane in this book. The Chinese think
it was adopted because it was the simplest and
the purest—they had not yet got a Newton to tell
them it was composed of about seven different
colours—and being the simplest it was in their
minds the most consonant for the purpose of
grief. Though there is no documentary evidence
to prove it, nevertheless, the real reason for its
adoption lay in the fact that it was looked upon as

the least conspicuous, and, therefore, the wearer
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would not be ecasily found by the ghost of the
dead person, or other spirits, It therefore has much
symbolic significance. So has black. This is the
colour of common dignity. It was the colour for the
magistrate in days gone by, and esteemed for its
neutrality and dignity.

In Chinese cosmogony colours play an important
part. The stars and constellations have their
symbolic colours, and so, likewise, have the Five
elements, the Five viscera, the Five points of
the Compass, the Five virtues and others. Each
member, in each of these groups, is related to
some colour, and as a consequence, there is an
interrelation between each and all, the symbolic
significance of colour being the uniting link

The deep-red marble is highly prized, for it
betokens peace and prosperity to the reigning
house. Equally the arrival of those infrequent
ambassadors of good omen, the Chilin and the
Phoenix, are highly welcome and the atmosphere of
magical ideas which they create is almost enough
to ensure the truth of the romantic legend about

their virtues.

One of the most august symbols in China is that
seen at the ancestral ceremonies where we have
the dead ancestor present in a living representative
of the family. This is a very solemn occasion. The
revered ancestor is supposed to be actually present
and to partake with the other representatives of the
clan of the sacred offering to those gone on before
The “Live Corpse” is there and symbolizes his
ancestor for he stands for something else other than
himself. This venerated symbol in the social life of
the nation has very ennobling thoughts—for who
would not wish to feel that the beloved dead were
with us even though it be only once a year at the

great feast.

Then again we have those symbolic rites
performed at the South Altar outside the South
Gate of the capital. We must picture that great
and solemn ceremony carried on regularly for
thousands of years and only suspended with the
coming of a new regime of unanimated ideas.
Think of the emperor fasting for three days, then
proceeding on the destined day, long before dawn,
in his chariot with the particular horses harnessed
suitably for the occasion. He wore the imperial
tassels with their symbolic significance, with the
banners and streamers and the gonfalon spread.

Travelling slowly over the swept ground, lit along




the way by guards carrying the appointed lamps,

they reach the altar—majestic in its simplicity—
and there he makes the offering to Heaven
and Earth, sacrificing animals that have been
made ceremonially clean by months of rigorous

seclusion and special care. Now, every article,

every bit of drapery, every movement had a

symbolic idea. This highly significant ceremony
has been observed through long ages and the Altar
of Heaven in Peking today testifies to the high
place these symbolic acts had in the national life
But now the precincts are desecrated since the
idea behind the symbol is obscured

It is perhaps in the Scared Dance, or
Eurethymics that we see the most perfect example
of symbols. By means of the movement, and the
wands and castanets, the jade and the battleaxe,
the various influences and deeds of virtuous
rulers were symbolized. For example, the music
of Wen Wang (12th Century B.C.), one form
of which is called Nan Yoh, was danced to the
accompaniment of the flute along. A spectator
exclaimed “How beautiful it is, and yet it brings a
certain sadness with it". In the opening movement,
the march of the dancers towards the north
indicated the march of the armies of Wu against
Shang. Another movement depicts the overthrow
of Shang and the victory of Wu: the third shows
the return south and the delimitation of territory:
the fifth round shows how the Dukes of Chou and
Shao were delegated with the authority of west
and east: the sixth round depicts the gathering at
headquarters in the south to display homage to the
Son of Heaven. Two men, one on each side of the
performers, excite the movement of the dancers
with bells. Four times they stop and thrust in
order to reveal the abundant awe which King Wu

inspired in the Middle States.

Then there was the dance of the Yun Men,

or, “The Gates of the Cloud”. This dance was

intended to symbolise the active sympathy of

the Emperor Yao, with the ways of Heaven: and

another dance symbolised his accord with Earth.
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A still more important dance was intended to
symbolise the communion of men and spirits in the
Ancestral Temple. Again, it is recorded that when
‘Wu Chi Chia witnessed the dance of Shao with
its rhythmic motions and the waving of the wands
so beautifully executed, he exclaimed “How great
the virtues of Shun. Lofty as the dome of Heaven
which embraces everything, vast as the earth
which sustains all things." But perhaps enough has
been said to show the great part played by these

symbolic representations.

Mrs. Crane has been a faithful observer of
the social life of the Chinese, and a diligent
investigator of their customs and manners. It was
a happy idea of hers to seek for and expound the
symbolisms that are prevalent in every avenue of
life. She has found them on the signs outside the
shop, in their festivals, in the rites of mourning and
the ceremonies of marriage, These are set out in the
work now presented to the public. In the letterpress
and by the illustrations readers in foreign lands will
be well instructed in the social life of the nation,
and by means of this window they will be able to
look out on a vast community of people which has

a great inheritance.




PREFACE
P

rom the point of view of authorship,
| the musical composer appears to

enjoy a decided preliminary advantage

over the literary craftsman, in that
the former feels himself under no imaginable
obligation of apologizing for the prelude, by
means of which he prepares the mood of his
audience for the reception of his theme. The
author of a book, on the other hand, allows
himself the privileges of a preface in no manner
of doubt as to its fate at the hands of the usual
percentage of readers, in whom the aversion for
introductions is broad, impartial, and sustained
by the conviction that no hunt is improved by the
conscious selection of an obstacle at the outset.
It is, therefore, without illusions on this score
that the author of the present offering ventures,
under this formidable title, on a few prefatary
remarks, intended solely to suggest some of the
peculiar circumstances attending the exploration
of the subject. The high visibility of its external
marks, the Huang-tze, is amply demonstrated in
our succeeding pages, and they may be depended
upon to speak for themselves in their proper tumn,
The conventionalized, or seal characters appearing
on our title page represent the term applied to the
shop device, as distinguished from the inscribed
signboard, or Tiao-pai, the other of the two classes
of signs employed by the Chinese shopkeeper.

In short, these introductory paragraphs are
undertaken in the belief that they will be of special
interest to the reader who brings to the perusal of
this volume a more or less considerable previous
knowledge of China, and who for this reason will
be subject, inevitably, to certain initial errors of
thought. It may be that his experience will have
been gained in the outports, or, perhaps, in the
port cities of bygone days, when native shop
symbols were still contributing their very large
quota to the decorative aspect of Chinese streets.
In this event, he will have become so familiar
with the sight of the emblems, by means of which
the Chinese shopkeeper avoids the commonplace
in announcing the character of his wares, that
he may long since have accepted, without
understanding them. Or, again, moved by an
occasional vagrant impulse in the latter direction,
he may have assumed that their elucidation might
be had, at any time, for the mere asking. In this
comfortable conclusion, it seems desirable to
point out, he would ultimately have found himself
mistaken,
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Another faulty, though natural deduction, equally
arising from an acquaintance with matters Chinese,
would be the presupposition that the inquiry into
the history and significance of shop-sign symbology
is one that may be conducted along the lines of any
other excursion into the fascinating and colourful
past of Imperial China; and that it promises the
same sort of incidental and delightful experiences
which properly belong to such journeys--as who
will not testify, who has ever made one, whether
guided by the historian, the Chinese teacher, or
the ommnipresent and omniscient curio-dealer?
And who, among such, would not almost as lief
surrender the original object of the intellectual
expedition, as to imagine himself travelling its
paths, bereft of the charming detours, where were
revealed unexpected glimpses at dead-and-gone
h lities, whose , under the touch
of the living representative of the departed, gave
rise to grateful reflections on the abiding vitality of

the national characteristics of the Chinese.

Was ever, for example, such a contingency
congeivable, as that a relic of the celestial Empire-
-whether under the Han, Sung, Ming, or some
other era of epoch-makers--might be presented by
one who could not unloose inexhaustible rivers
of eloguence as to its incontrovertible antiquity,
its functions, and, in fact, the invisible threads by
which it held together the entire fabric of Chinese
art, of its own and preceding periods?

it was plainly unthinkable, in the days, not so
long ago, when monarchical magnificences still
lingered fondly in the memory of the Chinese
people; and were a matter of personal pride, and,
indeed, of such extraordinarily accurate instinct
with $0 large a majority that, unwittingly, one came
to regard all classes of the Chinese, above that of
the coolie, as potential artists. And one was not
without encountering a surprise, now and then,
even at the hand of the coolie.

This road to knowledge, too, was susceptible
of being pleasantly enlivened and extended by
manifestations of the intricacies with which, for
instance, so simple an act as the acquisition of a
curio was involved with the easy tranquillity of
one's daily life in China. This truth one learned
from the carefully-insinuated doubts of the Number
One Boy, and an innumerable train of related
authorities in whom one's well-being reposed
Actuated, ostensible, by the purest sentiments
of devotion to a master whom they could not
endure to see despoiled by an unscrupulous
vendor, these guardians of one's sanctity, while
delicately disclosing the source of greater profit
to themselves, could be counted upon to open up
further channels of information in the inevitable,
and apparently accidental, visits of rival dealers. In
other words, one's arrival at ultimate understanding
was limited only by one's physical capacity to
listen and absorb--when it was not interrupted by a
superseding interest in another offering.

And similarly, in other fields of inquiry. Whatever
the institution, whatever the page in the Book
of Life in ancient China to which one might be
minded to turn, one found its interpreter not too
far off. And it is by no means intended to suggest




that such adventures, to some extent, may not

be experienced to-day. They must, of course, be
sought in the districts removed from the wave of
modernism that has swept over the port cities,
destroying the atmosphere of old China, and
creating in its place a prodigious rush for foreign
clothes, motor-cars, “foreign”-style homes, and
similar blessings derived from the West. It has
also produced another kind of curio-shop, presided
over by haughty and uninformed young clerks;
and a fraternity of itinerant vendors bearing the
familiar blue-cotton bundles, but cqually ignorant
and unskilled in the art of which the distributor
of Chinese curios should be the master. Yet all of
these are far from being typical of the real China
of to-day.

This being so, then, who, among the initiated,
would have predicted that, in the single instance of
s0 universal, and equally authentic an expression
of life under the Empire, as the Chinese shop
symbol, the inquirer into its history would be
forced to blaze his own trail? What previous
experience would prepare him for the astonishing
circumstance that the simple question, as to the
origin of the Huang-tze, proves to have power to
strike dumb the most loquacious? Pointed in every
imaginable direction, and at representatives of all
classes of the Chinese, the query only succeeds
in plunging the interrogated into a condition of
profound--and silent--bewilderment. In fact, one
feels like the discover of the original Chinese
puzzle; or like the propounder of another riddle
of a Chinese Sphinx, which awaits solution at
the hands of an Oedipus--though, fortunately, in
this case the question is not attended by the dire
consequences of silence that afflicted the people
of Thebes.

Such, then, is the excuse for these introductory
pages--the fact that the quest, whose results are
recorded in the following chapters, is probably
unique among expeditions into Chinese history,
insofar as its modus operandi is concerned;
this having been developed, bit by bit, under
the persistence with which the subject eluded
pursuit, and conducted, at first, to a discouraging
succession of blind alleys. One is forced to
conclude that the custom has always been, and
that its explanation lies in the predominating
illiteracy of the Chinese public. At which a
whimsical, and perhaps altogether reprehensible
thought rises to mind: Supposing ignorance to
be more or less generally responsible for such
artistic effect as it carries in this instance, how
difficult might it not become to plead the cause of
knowledge
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PRELIMINARIES

On the left, a lurge Tea shop.  On the extreme right, a Candle shop.
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CHAPTER ONE:THE
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which, of course, is not a door at all, but a heavy
curtain, reinforced at intervals with horizontal strips
of brass-studded wood. Innocent-looking enough,
its potentialities soon impress themselves on the
novice, who finds them demanding the utmost
dexterity and economy of movement, lest one be
caught somewhere in the process of lifting the
“door, “ insinuating one's body, and vaulting over
the high sill. The feat accomplished, one is free to
revel in the unwonted luxury of leisurely methods
of trade, in which time is shown to be a mere fetish
of the Occidental, and far too gross an element to
be weighed against the enticements of tea-and-
cigarettes; the friendly barter of English words
for their equivalents in Chinese; the enlivening
shrieks of the Chinese record on the gramophone-
-obviously functioning for the entertainment
of servitors, as well as patrons--and other less
commonplace incidents that now and then fall to
the fot of the fortunate, 1o enhance the charms of

these interior explorations.

The theme, however, has not awaited expansion
at our hands, having been abundantly and
eloquently covered, long since. And, in any event,
we should be obliged to skin but lightly aver the
field mapped out by the guide-book cartographer,
for the reason that these necessarily perfunctory
contacts with oid China play no part what ever in

our present narrative.

On the other hand, the background of our series
of tableaux vivants is by no means an unfamiliar
one, at least to the eye of the reader acquainted
with Peking. Into its composition enter those long
stretches of low buildings, in which the strictly
native shops ply their trades. Their facades,
elaborately carved and touched with gilt, bristle
with a horizontal forest of iron poles ending in
dragon’s heads; and from these swing the gaily-
coloured and intriguing symbols whose elucidation
forms our text. As part of the hitherto unexplored
mystery of native life, these shop exteriors and
their incidentals will have registered negatively,
perhaps, in the foreign mind; but they will none the
less have provided the settling for many a vision
of the street scenes of the old imperial city, such
as the thoughtful tourist seeks involuntarily to
recreate for himself. His fantasies, to be sure, are
peopled, usually, with folk arrayed in the garments
comprising his store of mementoes; and in the pride
of a newly-acquired knowledge of Chinese design,
he fancies himself readily distinguishing the marks
of rank displayed by the members of these brilliant
companies of his imagination. Here and there
he takes note of the colour of cap buttons, or the
device worn on the front and back of gorgeously
embroidered robes; while yonder, perhaps, an

approaching sedan chair proclaims its occupant to




