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The Classics Bring a
Modern China to the World

Publication Note

PARREY.,

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



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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