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It took a set procedure for people to enter
a wedding in ancient China, a procedure
that involved a wedding ceremony and
steps before and after it, and a procedure
meant to gain social acknowledgement.
Over the past five thousand years, this

procedure experienced changes: from being
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stereotyped to flexible, from mono-form to
diversities. No matter how much it changed,
ethical beliefs, social trends and system
made its foundation. Traditional wedding
customs have come down in history and
are still observed by some people today.
Many things had a finger in the formation
of these customs: from the six necessary
steps beginning during the Zhou Dynasty
to the efforts people in later dynasties made
to improve. All pointed to one objective:
auspiciousness and a happy matrimonial
life.

This book, by succinct language and
beautiful pictures, traces the origin, progress
and current forms of China’s wedding
customs that vary from place to place and
one ethnic group to another. Hopefully,
readers may gain a glimpse of Chinese

traditional culture from this book.
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History of Chinese Wedding Customs
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With a long history of civilization, and a nation that has attached
huge importance to wedding practice since ancient times, Chinese
people have diversified forms of wedding ceremonies including
activities during the wedding day and procedures before and after
it. These steps, working together, make a guarantee for a socially
acknowledged and accepted marital relationship. The earliest
wedding ceremonies happened during the Zhou Dynasty and in later
dynasties they progressed into what we see today. In some cut-off
areas, however, people still do it by ancient way.
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Betrothal marriage came from the Zhou
Dynasty (1046 B.C.-256 B.C.) and after
the Spring and Autumn and Warring
States periods became a set practice. By
history books, Liu li, the six steps are:
asking for permit, enquiring about the
date of birth and the eight characters of
horoscope, determining the luck out of
the relation through divining, delivering
betrothal presents, finalizing
wedding date and going to the
bride’s home to escort her to the
wedding. Some people, aristocrats
in particular, might do several steps
at one go. As for young men from
poverty-stricken families, these
six steps were simply out of their

financial capability.

> PB4l
Betrothal Gifts
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Sedan Chair for a Bride

Sedan chair, the ride for the bride, was always @
gorgeously decorated with red silk, also some with gold 88
and silver ornaments. by
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As the fundamental procedure, these six steps, however, were not for all. They were only
for the wife, not for concubines. The practice of getting a concubine was very simple and
informal. Having another woman beside the wife was a common practice in ancient China. It
might be done through purchasing, giving or exchanging with merchandize. The status for a
concubine in a family was noticeably different from the man’s wife because it had nothing to
do with matrimonial relationship and the man’s family would not accept the concubine as a
family member. And there was more: the concubine was not allowed to attend an ancestor-
memorializing ceremony of the family, and after she died, she was not to have any memorial
ceremony. Meanwhile, she had no right in the family, and everything she did was subject to

The Six Steps and Getting a Concubine

the decision of the man’s wife.
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LU Zhu, One of Beauties from the Picture of
Stunning Beauty in Chinese History

Li Zhu, concubine of Shi Chong during the
Western Jin Dynasty, was famed for her beauty.
After Shi Chong was no longer in royal favor,
a very powerful official named Sun Xiu asked
for her but was refused by Shi Chong. This
refusal incurred Shi Chong's death. In ancient
China, concubines had no right, no social status.
They could be sold or given as a gift.
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Betrothal Gifts from the Bridegroom’s Family
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The Bone Diviners Used

After burning, large animal bones would show
cracks and by telling their pattern, diviners could
tell the luck out of a matrimonial relationship.

The Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-206
B.C.), after wiping off other six states
from the map, unified China. Apart from
the unification, the Qin ruler prescribed a
set of rituals including those for wedding
and marriage. Though the six steps were
still used, something new was added.
Qin weddings happened this way: first,
matchmakers were employed for young
people of the age, and betrothal gifts
were sent after the diviners concluded
the family lines of both sides had not
crossed, in another word, not having
the same family name in history. Once
the betrothal presents were accepted

by the woman’s side the matrimonial
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Robes, Part of the Betrothal Gifts

Beautiful robes were necessary in betrothal
presents .
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Matchmakers

The matchmaker was the middle person to make a matrimonial relationship to happen.
Matchmakers with a long history fell in two kinds,“official matchmakers” and “private
matchmakers”. The former was provided by local government, firstly seen during the Zhou
Dynasty for helping young people coming together, household establishment and marriage
registration. The service was even extended to widows and widowers. This official
matchmaker took care of law suits concerning a marriage relation, and supervising the
amount of betrothal gifts to change hand. Private matchmakers took probably a larger part.
People who did it were quite mixed, some taking it as a full time job, while others only
working as part-timers. Relatives might also take upon the duty if they had a candidate, or
simply helped each other finding a spouse. Those who did it for a living were seen busy on
streets, in and out of households with a glib tongue, trying their best to make a deal done for
money’s sake. Some did do it out of kindness. Their characters or virtues, often determined
the result of a relationship, happy or not happy. If the matchmaker was honest, and told
everything she knew about a candidate before the two young people met, her service was
highly appreciated after a happy marriage happened. Both families would be thankful to the
matchmaker.
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Matchmaker in Peking Opera Hong
Niang

The story is about the love between an
official's daughter and a poor scholar from
a declined family. Their love was blocked
by the daughter's mother. With the help
from the daughter's service maid, the two
eventually got married. The image of Hong
Niang in the story is typical of the image
of a matchmaker, who did it out of kind-
heartedness.
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relationship was finalized and her family
started preparing dowry. Both families
would get together for an auspicious
day for the wedding through a diviner
by telling the message conveyed by the
pattern on an animal bone. Near the
wedding day, the bride came with dowry.
Both families would send people to escort
her on road, usually, to make a long
procession. Wedding was the highlight.
The bridegroom’s family would hold a

ceremonial banquet for guests, and more

Newlyweds at Wedding Ceremony (Waxen Image)
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Horse-drawn Cart for Weddings, Used
During the Han Dynasty

By the Han rule, the carriage for an official’s bride
was to be decorated with red silk drawn by two
horses.
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often than not, entertainers were
employed. After the wedding, the
bride would go and offer her respect
to the bridegroom’s ancestors. The
bridegroom would be on her side.
The Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-
220 A.D.) had something new for
the customary six steps. The amount
of betrothal gifts were considerably
increased in both amount and
money’s worth. Han people were
quite flexible when doing the
traditional six steps. A fine example
was Emperor Ping of the Han Dynasty
who took Wang Mang’s daughter as his
empress. The six steps were reduced to
only three: delivering betrothal gifts,
settling an auspicious date and sending
envoys to pick up the girl. In 3 A.D.,
Han court officially prescribed wedding
practice for all people with ranks. “All
people on the ladder of officialdom”™, it
said, “should follow the prescribed rules
and his wedding should be conducted by
a ceremony in accordance with his rank,
and the bridegroom should make a trip
personally with a carriage drawn by two
horses to pick up the bride.” By then,
activities like “teasing the bride and the
bridegroom on the wedding night” had

happened among common people. This
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The Procession to Pick up the Bride (Reconstruction)
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Red Veil that Covered the Face of the
Bride

Beginning from the Wei, Jin, Southern and

Northern dynasties, a bride wore red veil to
appear on her wedding.



