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Bl = Preface

The Chinese zodiac known as Sheng Xiao,
is based on a twelve year cycle, each year in
that cycle related to an animal signs. They
are the rat, ox, tiger, rabbit, dragon, snake,
horse, ram, monkey, rooster, dog and pig.
Every Chinese is born with an animal sign,
and the sign then becomes one’s birthmark
as well as a life-long mascot. However, more
than the twelve animals, Chinese zodiac
signs also serve as a cultural symbol. Chinese
zodiac signs are the results of people’s long-
period experience in production, in their life,
as well as in their competition with the nature
to survive. It is also an integrated system
followed by ancient Chinese people to name,
count and mark their birthdays and years
with well-known animals. Throughout the
five-thousand-year development of Chinese
culture, many different symbolic meanings
have been imbued into the twelve animal

signs to express people’s great wishes as well
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as their hopes for good luck and fortune. As
an important component of Chinese culture,
the Chinese zodiac signs are ubiquitous in
all aspects including literary and artistic
works as well as folk customs. The all-
inclusive blooming culture of Chinese zodiac
signs, considered as a unique tradition of the
Chinese culture, has a great influence in the
world.

This book explores the origin and
development of Chinese zodiac culture,
mostly based on the twelve animal signs of
the Han nationality, combined with the study
of zodiac culture of Chinese minority groups,
in order to give readers a comprehensive
introduction of the traditions and folk
customs displayed by zodiac culture. It
also aims to help the readers understand the

Chinese zodiac culture and appreciate the

artistic works of zodiac signs.
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General Introduction of Twelve Zodiac
Signs
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The Chinese zodiac signs were inspired from common or legendary
animals closely related to people’s daily life, i.e. rat, ox, tiger, rabbit,
dragon, snake, horse, ram, monkey, rooster, dog and pig. Along with
the twelve terrestrial branches (i.e. Zj, Chou, Yin, Mao, Chen, Si, Wu,
Wei, Shen, You, Xu, Hai), together they constitute an exclusive naming

system of Chinese zodiac and a dating method, which exerts great

influence upon Chinese people’s everyday life.
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> Origin of Twelve Zodiac Signs

The existing earliest written document
on Chinese zodiac signs is the Classic of
Poetry (Shi Jing), which is the earliest
anthology of Chinese poems and songs.
In its Lesser Court Hymns-Lucky Day
(Xiaoya-Jiri), it was documented that
“Geng Wu (Geng means age, ranking the
seventh in the ten Heavenly Stems; Wu
means midday, ranking the seventh in the
twelve Earthly Branches.) is a lucky day
to drive my horse (for hunting)”, which
means that Geng Wu is the best time
to hunt on horseback. This is a typical
example that people did relate an Earthly
Branch, Wu, with a Chinese zodiac sign,
the horse. One can therefore tell that the
relationship between the Earthly Branches
and Chinese zodiac signs probably has
already been prevailing early around the
Spring and Autumn Period (770 B.C.-
476 B.C.). There was a batch of bamboo
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Qin's Bamboo Slips from the Tombs of Land of
Sleeping Tiger

There were 1,155 inscribed bamboo slips including 80
broken pieces unearthed from the tombs of Land of
Sleeping Tiger. Inscribed in the formal script of State
Qin with ink, the bamboo slips were produced from
the late Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.)
to the reign of Qin Shi Huang (221 B.C.-210 B.C.) Its
content is categorized into ten parts, including Qin's
Eighteen Laws, Be a Good Government Official, Book
of Days | (Rishu, a reference for ancient Chinese to
select lucky days for special events. Ri means day,
and Shu means book), Book of Days Il , etc. The
article Thief that covers the description of Chinese
Zodiac actually comes from Book of Days | .

slips produced in the Qin Dynasty (221
B.C.-206 B.C.) unearthed from Tomb
Eleven of the Land of Sleeping Tiger in
Yunmeng County, Hubei Province in
1975. An article titled Thief inscribed
on the slips has introduced how to tell
a thief on his appearance and has given
a systematical introduction of Chinese
zodiac signs. Experts and scholars believe
that this article is the earliest systematical
introduction of Chinese zodiac signs in
China.

The origin of Chinese zodiac signs
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Portrait of Yellow Emperor
The Yellow Emperor, one of the ancestors of
Chinese civilization, led a union of tribes in
China during ancient times. He unified China
and was therefore documented in the Chinese
history. During his reign, he greatly promoted
the agricultural productivity by teaching
people to grow cereals and many other plants.
Moreover, he was also credited with many
inventions including Chinese diadem, boat, cart,
south pointing chariot, code of sound laws, etc.
He also launched traditional Chinese medicine
and Chinese character writing system.
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has several different versions of stories.
The first version comes from a legend:
Yellow Emperor, one of the initiators
of Chinese civilization, needed to send
twelve animals to heaven to take shifts
and the twelve winners including rat,
ox, tiger, and rabbit were finally selected
through competition. The second version
suggests that the twelve animals were
introduced from India or some other
Asian countries. The third version
believes that Chinese zodiac came from
totem worship of some primitive clans
in ancient China, and it was therefore
arranged in an order based on the strength
of those clans at one meeting. The forth
version is related to ancient Chinese
constellations: ancient Chinese named
stars after animals, among which they
picked twelve animals that were better
known to represent a year. The third and
the forth one are more accepted among
all four versions.

Chinese zodiac signs are closely
related to animal worship and totemism
in ancient times. Many nationalities
across the world have their own totems
and taboos, mostly related to animals (e.g.
animal totems), and the Chinese zodiac
signs are considered by many scholars

as a symbol of totem worship in ancient
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Animals in Cliff Painting

Cliff painting, a kind of stone inscription cuiture, is also called the history carved on stones. The colorful
patterns reflect people’s various activities and folk culture in the primitive society, such as ethnic migration,
economic ups and downs, ancestral worship, sacrificial ceremony, philosophical thought, and religion
beliefs, etc. A large quantity of animals are depicted in cliff painting, which shows that they were worshiped

by the ancestors.

China. In the primitive society with a very
low productivity, people had very limited
knowledge about the nature. Therefore,
people felt close to domesticated animals,
such as horse, ram, ox, rooster and
dog, while they also felt threatened by
dangerous beasts, such as tiger and snake.

At the same time, animals with much
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sharper senses than human beings were
also worshiped, for example, dogs with a
much more sensitive sense of smell. As
a result, the Chinese zodiac signs were
born out of people’s primitive belief in
animal totems and then were employed
as the beast calendar to designate years
and months. As the production and living
styles of mankind have progressed, the
culture of Chinese zodiac signs has also
developed and prospered.

One cannot say Chinese zodiac
signs without saying the Celestial Stems
and the Earthly Branches. The Celestial
Stems and Earthly Branches, together
called Stem-Branch for short, provide
one Chinese system for reckoning time in

ancient times. In the Chinese traditional
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Totem Worship

Totem, the earliest cultural phenomenon in the history of mankind, served as the patron saint
of primitive people. In the primitive beliefs, every human clan stemmed from a certain kind of
animal or plant. This is how totem belief was related to ancestral worship. The totem worship of
ancient Chinese were many included fish, bird, gecko, frog, pig, ram, dragon, etc. among which
the twelve animals of Chinese zodiac signs were worshiped by most people. For example, many
clans in ancient times believed proudly that they were the offspring of rats. They depicted and
sculptured rats, or hosted grand sacrifice ceremonies to pray for their rat ancestor’s blessing. The

worship of dragon is a particular phenomenon which has lasted for thousands of years in China. @

Dragon is a legendary creature created out of people’s pursuit of better life. It can command the
nature and has the omnipotent power.
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Nine-dragon Screen in the Imperial Palace

The Nine-dragon Screen in the Imperial Palace, just as its name implies, has nine dragons,
including full-faced dragons, ascending dragons and descending dragons, all different.
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calendar, Jia, Yi, Bing, Ding, Wu, Ji,
Geng, Xin, Ren, Gui are called the ten
Celestial Stems; while Zi, Chou, Yin,
Mao, Chen, Si, Wu, Wei, Shen, You,
Xu, Hai are called the twelve Earthly
Branches. The two systems are used in
sixty sequential combined pairs and put
in a fixed order for naming a compound
cycle of sixty days, which is known as
the Stem-Branch Dating System. The
existing oldest table of Stem-Branch
Dating System, unearthed from the
Shang Dynasty ruins in Anyang in Henan

Province in the Modern Times, shows

Table of Celestial Stems in Oracle Bone Inscriptions
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Stem-Branch Table on an Ox Bone

This ox bone, unearthed from the Shang Dynasty's
ruins in Anyang, Henan Province, was neatly inscribed
with a table of the sixty Stem-Branch pairs. The
surface of this bone, not like other bones, has no burn
mark as this bone was not used in divination activities.
Thus it is inferred that this bone was used exclusively
as a calendar to record time in the Shang Dynasty
(1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.).

that early in the Shang Dynasty (1600
B.C.-1046 B.C.) the Stem-Branch Dating
System was already skillfully used by
ancient Chinese. Subsequently, the Stem-
Branch system has been used in various
ways as the time unit: in addition to its
function as dating units, it was then used
to reckon time in the Han Dynasty (206
B.C.-220 A.D.), that is to say, to mark
the twelve Chinese hours (each two hours
long) of the day, and it was also used to
count months and years. Chinese zodiac
signs appeared after the Stem-Branch
system had been used in year numbering.
Each of the twelve animals associates
with an Earthly Branch and therefore
symbolizes its associated branch. People
born in a certain year will have the

Earthly-Branch symbol, namely the
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associated animal, as their animal sign to
mark the year of birth. As a consequence,
the Chinese zodiac signs are now used to
number years and days, as well as one’s
year of birth. Although the origin of
Chinese zodiac signs remains uncertain,
this system is still in use today as it is
both convenient and interesting. Being
practical and of abundant cultural value,
the Chinese zodiac signs is a precious
cultural heritage that has come down
through the years.
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