Chinese Contemporary Marital Customs
Preface

Marriage and families founded through marriage constitute the basic cells of the society. It involves a multi-layer relationship between neighbors and other elements in the community, and it is so regarded by the Chinese as the top issue of the morality of human kind.

Wedding ceremony is the ritual conducted when the couple decides to establish a marital relationship and through which they can win over the approval, recognition and protection of the community. The procedure of the wedding ceremony actually reflects the various social and cultural notions.  

The wedding customs in ancient China includes the whole procedure of rituals from the negotiation, engagement to wedding ceremony. Every step, every action and even every piece of utensil used in the whole work of wedding ceremony in which the families involved attach great importance to are so closely related to social customs, economic development and cultural evolution of the country. Therefore the ritual itself conveys specific historical significance.

China has undergone some dramatic changes in the economy, society, culture and ways of life in the past century and so has the perception of wedding ceremony by contemporary Chinese compared to their ancestors. As a result, the contemporary Chinese emphasize more on the outcome of relationship-seeking than that process of seeking it. By taking the procedure of negotiation, engagement to wedding rituals only as transitional and ceremonial actions, they regard the wedding banquet as the core of the whole ceremony. However, it does not really mean the power of tradition contained in the old folk customs has faded away along with the change of ceremonial forms, some of the traditional rituals and folk customs have been preserved up till now.

With this exhibition, our intention is to showcase the wedding customs of contemporary China, explore the old elements from modern wedding rituals and through these , eventually exhibit to our dear audiences the change and inheritance of this ancient cultural heritage of China.

Part I To Marry off a Daughter

The ancient China is a typical male patriarchal society. The system even defines marriage differently for the bride and groom. When a woman gets married, the Chinese character is “嫁”. The character is composed of two radicals, from the left “女”, which means “female”, and to the right “家”, which means “home”, combining together it means a girl leaves the home of her parents when getting married. In spoken language, it is called to marry off. 

In ancient China, a woman no longer belonged to the family clan of her parents after she got married, and she had to put her husband’s family name before hers. From that day on, her honor and disgrace, the sacrifice to her after her death had nothing to do with her parents’ family any more. Therefore, a girl’s parents would strive to give her a luxurious wedding ceremony since they took it as the last thing they could do for their daughter, and by doing so it might help solidify her status in her husband’s family. Hence, the preparation before the ceremony turned out to be the most complicated.

In contemporary China, the social status of women has greatly upgraded compared to that in the past, and yet the term “marry off” is still kept in the daily language. 

1 Match-Making

In China, match-maker is also called Red Maid or the Old Man of the Moon (God of Marriage).

There has been a taboo in ancient China for young couple to make random acquaintance, and a marriage had to be produced by match-making only. Even if the young couple they love each other and wish to get married, it has to be arranged by the match-maker. A marriage without match-making is immoral and illegal in the community.

Normally, the boy’s family sends a match-maker to the girl’s family to raise the proposal. Ethical customs always consider female as rare on demand, therefore it’s improper for a girl’s family to make a proposal even if both families enjoy equal social status. We can even find its trace in today’s China. The girl prefers the boy to take the initiative to go after her rather than the contrary. 

Even though the freedom of marriage is very common now in China, there are still rooms for such match-makers. Many kind-hearted people or professional marriage agencies will introduce young people to each other and help them start their own romance, because in the old tradition, match-making is still a very important conduct of benevolence.

2 Size up a Prospective Mate Meeting

The first time a man and a woman meet under the arrangement of the match-maker is referred to as “a matchmaking interview”.

The ancient Chinese is fastidious about young people’s obedience to their parents concerning marriage matters, which means that marriage between young people should be decided by the older generation. Hence, the action of a matchmaking interview usually involves the parents from both families. For instance, the boy’s parents will meet the girl, or the girls parents meet with the boy. Some open-minded parents sometimes allow the young couple to meet in an informal or coincidental manner. In contemporary China, young people have the full right to make their own decision on marriage, so the meeting can be accomplished by the young people themselves. 

In today’s China, there are some special ways for young people to meet each other. Some TV programs enable young people to choose their “the other half” through playing games and answering each other’s questions. Whilst winning over a big audience, these programs are proven to be quite helpful in forging love affairs for many young people.

3. To Pledge The Relationship of Love

After a certain period time of association, the young couple would pledge the relationship of fiancée and fiancé, so it is called “confirmation of the relationship of love”.

The Chinese attach great importance to the confirmation of the relationship of love. At this time, the young fiancée and fiancé would present to their beloved ones some small portable items such as fans, handkerchief, small ornaments that can remind him/her of their love. Ancient scholars prefer to use “read beans” to pledge love, so it’s also called the “love seed”. Nowadays, the popular way of love pledging include the exchange of rings, taking a photo together and some romantic way such as planting tree as the eyewitness of love. 

On the Tian Du Peak of the Huangshan Mountain in central China, there is an astounding view that thousands of locks tied on to the safety chains of the passage way, they are called the lock of love. The young people in love would hook two locks onto each other and then on the iron chains, and throw the keys down the valley, symbolizing that the two locks will stay locked forever and so will their love.

4 Meeting of the Parents
When the young people in love start to talk about the wedding, it is a custom that the parents from both sides will hold a formal meeting around the love pledging day, which means that both families approve and confirm this love relationship of the two young people. Meanwhile, it is also a good time for the two families to get to know each other and get acquainted. The ceremony is called “meeting of parents”. In contemporary China, many Chinese families have only one child, the marriage of son and daughter really means forging a long-term relationship between two families. So it is of great importance to them all. 

The other tangible function of the meeting is to discuss and determine the details of the wedding date, the division of responsibilities of the wedding ceremony and the share of cost. When an agreement is reached, the two families will start working on the preparation of the wedding for their children.

5 Pre-Marital Medical Examination

Normally, the young people would go to hospital and undergo a marital health check-up before the wedding in case of any disease unsuitable for marriage as people pay high attention to reproductive capability and quality of children. 
In ancient China, there was a special way of the pre-marital health examination. The ancient Chinese calendar system is descended down from old times. A so-called “zodiac cycle” consists of 12 years represented by 12 different kinds of birth animals. What those fortune-tellers normally do was to collect the year, month, date and exact hour of birth of the two young people, as well as their birth animals to make a judgment on whether the two will make a harmonious family without any obstruction to each other. Once the fortune-teller made the negative judgment, both families would forbid the marriage even if the two young people are deeply in love. Such custom remains in few remote areas as a main cause of many tragic love stories.

As very important information in the process of marriage, a girl’s birth date was confidential to the strangers, and pretty much so today. Therefore nowadays, it is inappropriate to ask a girl’s birthday unless you are very familiar with her.
6. Marriage Certificate
After the pre-marital health examination, the two in love can register at the local government agencies concerned, apply for the marriage certificate and become a legitimate couple.

The first law issued after the foundation of the People’s Republic of China was the Law of Marriage in 1950. It demolished the feudal elements in traditional marriage and founded the principles for freedom and monogamy of marriage, and adjusted the family relationship dominated with rigid distinctions of status and feudal elements. 
Similar to the wedding certificate today, in ancient times people used to make three written documents to guarantee a legal marriage, namely the “document of engagement”, which would establish the marital agreement between the two families, the “Offerings List”, which would write out all the gifts presented by the groom’s family, and the “Letter of Reception”, which the groom uses to escort the bride to his family. 

Though the wedding certificate legally grants legal status for the marriage, the young couple is socially regarded as married only after their wedding ceremony, even in contemporary China.

7. Wedding Photo
The first must-do for the young couple is to take a set of glorious wedding photos in a professional photography studio.

The practice of taking wedding photos evolved from taking a group photo on the occasion of marriage in the past. Since the 1920s, it became a fashion the young couple have pictures taken in wedding garments. In the 1960s, the traditional mandarin cheongsam and western wedding gown disappeared and people started taking wedding photos in casual wear. Since 1990s, professional photographers and studios dedicated to taking wedding photos have become a quite lucrative business.

It is a custom for the newlyweds to hang up their enlarged wedding photos in the bedroom and show to the others their wedding photo album. Most people agree that marriage certificate is the legal document that needs to be kept in a safe place, but the wedding photos commemorate those happy and passionate moments that can be shared with the others. 

8. Wedding Invitation Card

After the engagement, it is time for the young couple to send to their friends and relatives the red-colored invitation cards, the so called “Wedding Invitation”. Nowadays, people become more and more fastidious about the appearance of the cards, some would print a wedding photo onto the cards and have them scented.

In the Chinese society where people stress a lot on etiquette, the invitation to the senior relatives should be handed over in person by the couple, sometimes even by their parents just to show their respect. For the guests of the same generation or mutual friends of the families, the invitation can be sent by mail. 

9. Luck Money

Guests who have received the invitation card need to present congratulatory gifts to the newlyweds. Gift is normally wrapped in red paper or placed in red envelop and so it is referred to as the “Red Pack”

In China’s metropolitans today, the customs of red pack has been inherited and  vary in different forms, sometimes are money in cash as lucky money, or some exquisite gifts symbolizing ever-lasting marriage for the young couple, or practical family appliances. During the high wedding seasons of the year, some people may receive 4 to 5 such happy invitations per month. So even for the well-paid white collar class, it is a bit too much to afford so many congratulations in one month.

10. Betrothal Gift

According to traditional customs, just before the wedding ceremony, parents of the groom should send over to the bride’s family some so-called “betrothal gifts”. 

The traditional wedding customs stresses a lot on the betrothal gifts and the procedure became extremely complicated. Normally, the groom’s family will send over some small gifts through the match-maker as an agreement on engagement, or very formally send over the betrothal gifts called “presenting the grand gifts”. However, in the old days, some parents would decide their daughter’s marriage based on the amount of betrothal gifts, putting a price or material value onto their daughter. Since the principle of free marriage was established, the importance of betrothal gifts is diminishing.

In families that strongly inherited the traditional wedding etiquette, the groom will still send precious gifts to the girl’s family which clearly convey the message of “betrothal gift”. As thus, if the girl’s family changes their mind, the gifts should be retuned. 

11. Dowry

After receiving the betrothal gifts, the girl’s parents need to prepare the dowry for their daughter. It is the present from parents to their beloved daughter. It represents the social status and wealth of the girl’s family and how much importance they attach to the girl. In the old days, the dowry was considered a girl’s pre-marital belongings and regarded as the only legal personal property that the girl possesses after getting married. So it is also called “private money”
For ordinary families, the dowry would include four quilts and four sets of cotton-padded mattresses, clothes for four seasons and four chests. The four “4s” rhyme with the phrase “every dream come true” pronunciation-wise. Meanwhile, it may also include some items symbolizing good luck or fortune, such as a pair of chopsticks tied together by a thread of red string, implying to expect a boy soon in Chinese.

No later than the last day before the wedding ceremony, the dowry should be sent over to the groom’s family. In the process, fireworks are lit and sometime accompanied by a marching band composed of Chinese drum and gongs. Due to the change of living habit and social atmosphere, this custom began to waver.

12. Chest Bottom Money
Before packing up the dowry, the parents would normally tuck in some money or jewelry at the bottom corners of one of the four chests, and the custom is called “Weigh down the Chest Bottom”, in hope for the girl to stay wealthy and healthy all year long. 

As soon as the dowry arrives at the groom’s home, the boy’s parents would normally open up the chest and check the amount of “Chest Bottom Money”. Then they will put some money double or equal the value at the four corners. Thereafter, the money will belong to the bride only and no matter what happens, the husband, or other relatives and even the senior generation have no right to use it, and otherwise they’d face strong social criticism.

In ancient China, woman had no source of income. Therefore they wouldn’t touch the chest bottom money unless a serious emergency occurs and there’s no other alternative. This custom still exits in some areas in China today.

13. Lady of All Happiness
Wedding is a happy occasion. Whatever being said and done, as well as the background of invited guests should be in keeping with such an atmosphere. Widows and couples without kids would of course avoid attending the wedding ceremony. On the other hand, a woman whose parents-in-law, husband, children and grandchildren are all living in good health is regarded as the symbol of happiness. The girl’s family normally invites 1 or 4 of such women as the ladies of all happiness, in hope that they can pass the blessings from a flourishing family to the bride. The ladies are responsible for the preparation of dowry such as sewing the quilt and packing up clothes. On the wedding day, they’ll dress up the bride, comb her hair, and accompany her through the ceremony and eventually sending her to the bridal chamber. 

The term “all happiness” here refers to having all important relatives living in good health. The custom itself shows how important the happiness in the natural bonds and ethical relations between the family members are to the Chinese.

14.  Phoenix Coronet and Embroidered Vest: Classical Bridal Outfit

In the old days, the bride will be dressed up by the ladies of good fortune after the dowry is packed, a procedure that no one else is allowed to have a hand in. The bridal outfit is red from head to toe, symbolizing happiness and good luck.

The traditional bridal garment for the girl includes the phoenix coronet and embroidered vest and shoes. A phoenix is embroidered on the coronet with either silver thread or similar materials. The vest, normally in red color, is embroidered with sophisticated pattern and functions as a fancy shawl that’s also a protective layer on top of the gown. The shoes, also in red color, are embroidered with patterns representing good luck such as Mandarin duck, plum flower and lotus flower. The vest is mostly handmade by the bride before the marriage. 

In traditional concept, people would use the term “Phoenix Coronet and Embroidered Vest” to indicate a girl’s wedding. This tradition still appears to be very revealing to many modern brides. Quite a number of them would choose to wear the gown and have a taste of the classical Chinese wedding. 

15. Cheongsam and Bridal Gown: the Contemporary Bridal Outfit

Since the beginning of the 20th century, Chinese brides began to dress themselves in Cheongsam for the wedding. Prior to that, they usually wore the typical red national costumes that buttons up at the neck. In Chinese tradition, red is the color of happiness, dragon pattern represents the male, and phoenix represents the female. So the red-colored Cheongsam with the phoenix embroidery is normally the garment for the bride.  

In mid-20th century, new China was going through large-scale reconstruction. Simplicity is the fashion code of the day. The bride preferred clean and ordinary wear at the wedding, and the glamorous wedding garments became unpopular. In the 60s, the whole society worshiped the People’s Liberation Army and therefore it was considered fashionable to wear military uniforms at the wedding ceremony. In the 80s, the bride usually wore red suit which could be used as daily wear after the ceremony.

The bridal veil was introduced to China in the 1920s, and became quite popular in the 1940s, but remained out of sight until the 1990s. In today’s wedding ceremony, the bride usually starts with the bridal veil to make a debut, but later changes into red-colored formal attires during the banquet to make toast to the relatives and friends - a typical mixture of oriental and western styles. Some brides with high aesthetic needs would even change 4 to 5 times in the whole ceremony. This, to attract the attention of guests with glamorous appearance, makes the wedding ceremony more exciting and fabulous.

16 Making Up
There are two procedures before making up the bride. First one is called “Facial Hair Removal”. The Lady of Good Fortune removes the fine hair on the face and neck and tidies up the hairline for the bride using cotton threads. The second one is called “to wear up a hair bun”, which means wearing the bride’s hair up in a bun from plait. People in the old days can normally tell if a girl was single or married by whether these two procedures had been performed on them.

Today, the making-up is usually done by professional barbers and cosmetologist in the beauty parlor, but the old custom can still be seen in some areas. The bride will let loose her hair, and senior female member of the family or the Lady of All Happiness will comb her hair from the top to the end whilst chanting words of blessings. The combing has to be done 4 times. The first symbolizes her faithfulness to her husband till the end of her life, the second comb wishes the couple to stay bonded ever after; the third time calls for a flourishing family with children and grandchildren and the last comb is blesses the young couple with good fortune and longevity.

17 Hair Binding Ceremony
Since the mid Tang Dynasty, if it was the first marriage for the bride and groom, the bride should perform a special procedure during make-up called “Hair Binding”.

Hair binding is an important ritual in the conventional wedding ceremony. During facial hair-removal, the bride cuts off a lock of hair and binds it together with a lock of the groom’s hair previously cut off. Then she presents it in front of the memorial tablets of the ancestors as a token. In some regions, the groom would cut off a lock of his hair and send it over to the girl prior to the wedding. Then the Lady of All Happiness will tie it into the bride’s hair bun when dressing her up.

Ancient Chinese believed that hair, as a part of the body, is the top representation of a human being. So the “Hair Binding Ceremony” indicates that the two will become one item and will never separate for a lifetime. Since remarried people cannot perform such ritual, even till today, people still address the first married couple as the “husband and wife with binding hair” in colloquial Chinese.

18．Implication of Hair
In Chinese, a young lady’s dark and soft hair is referred to as “Black Silky Hair”, again rhymes with the pronunciation of the word “tender regard and affection”. Hence, if a girl sends a lock of her hair to her beloved one, it implies that “I accept your proposal”.

Due to the special implications of the hair, a girl needs to tie up her hair with a silk thread after engagement, signifying that she already has a fiancé. Only until the completion of the wedding ceremony, the silk thread and hair bun can be untied by her husband at the wedding chamber. If the wife dies at an early age, the husband will break the comb used at the wedding into two parts, one half buried with his wife and the other kept by his side as a reminder of the love for his “hair binding wife”. This custom still exists in some area.

The custom of using hair to represent love and marriage has been inherited all the way to the present. Even nowadays, some jilted girls would cut their long hair short as an indication that she’s snipped the string of love and affection. 

19 Door-knocking Red Envelop 
In ancient times, the family gate of the bride is normally closed at first when the groom arrived to pick her up. Only when the groom tucks in a red envelop of luck money underneath the door would it be opened.

This procedure has undergone some interesting changes nowadays.

In today’s China, before the bride leaves her home, her bedroom will be packed with her sisters and close friends. When the groom arrives, they will purposely block the doorway and ask for red envelop. The groom and his mates have to strive through some pretty tough negotiations and hand over the satisfactory amount of luck money before the girls eventually let them in and escort the bride to the wedding ceremony.

Originally, this procedure was intended to show the demure manner of female and remind the groom on the hard-won marriage. But today, the frolic teasing and bargaining in a joking manner serve as a fun spice to a happy wedding atmosphere. 

20 Bridal Car
Besides the red envelop, another important prop the groom brings to the wedding is the Bridal Car.

Before 1920s, a girl getting married for the first time needs to ride in a “Red Flowery Sedan” to the groom’s home. The sedan is delicately decorated with dragon and phoenix patterns embroidered on its surface from the top to the curtains. A set of bright yellow silk tassels are attached along the bottom edges of the sedan. Some exquisite designs of the sedan even have a pair of streamers with small silver bells hanging on the front curtain. The bells tinkle when the sedan moves. 

Since the 1930s, the bridal sedan was gradually replaced by automobile. But the bridal car still manages to keep some elements of tradition. For example, the car will be decorated with bunches of fresh flowers and red balloons. Sometimes the number plate is covered by a red banner of congratulatory words, such as “Conjugal Felicity” 

21 Diet for the Wedding
As the door opens, the bride is to leave home for the wedding ceremony. Just before the departure, the girl’s family will prepare for her a bowl of refreshment stewed from dried long an, candied jujube and lotus seeds.

For the bride in the old days, it is the customs that she needs to start a diet at least two to three days before the wedding ceremony, and this is called “diet for the wedding”. Apparently when the bride travels in the flowery sedan, she will be tossed and swayed in all direction as the sedan moves. It was very easy to get “sedan sick” and throw up all the way through. Diet may help relieve and control such symptom. But if she didn’t eat anything at all, the bride may not have enough energy to go through the wedding. So some refreshment would be the top choice for her. Meanwhile, on top of allaying her hunger, the pronunciations of long an, candied jujube and lotus seeds also rhyme with certain words that convey blessings and good wishes.

Just like the old times, the bride nowadays usually eats these kinds of snacks before the ceremony for similar purposes. Because during the whole wedding ceremony, the bride has to make toast continuously to the invited guests and has little chance to sit down and eat. It is necessary to have some refreshments in advance.

22 Wedding Tears

After the refreshments, it is the time for the bride to leave home and get in the wedding car. In the past, the bride normally feels an upsurge of emotions and would bursts into tears when thinking about the fact that she’s bidding farewell to her beloved parents and heading towards a completely new environment to live with strangers. This is called “marrying with tears”. In some areas, the bride would even start crying a month before the wedding. At first they cry every other night and later every night and whole night through. Only by doing so, she feels that she can express her sorrow to leave her relatives.

In some places in southwest China, the wedding weep also involves singing during the process. The Wedding Weep songs are heartrending in melody, genuine in passion and they became a very unique type of folk songs.

For contemporary Chinese, even though they have the total freedom to date and have a romantic love affair before marriage, the bride is still facing such a dramatic change in her life and cannot refrain herself from “wedding tears” 

23 Onto the Sedan
After biding farewell to her relatives at home, the bride’s brother or a senior male relative will carry her directly to the sedan. It is said that by doing so, the good fortune of her family won’t be taken away as she leaves. In the old days, not only the feet of the bride are not allowed to touch the ground, she also needs to change her shoes to new wedding shoes before leaving, because the old shoes may have the soil of her parents’ home left on them. 

Even today, this customs still exists in some places.

24 Splashing a Basin of Water

In the past, as soon as the sedan is lifted from the ground, the bride’s family will splash a basin of water just outside the gate. The clear water symbolizes the virtue and purity of the bride. And by creating the scene in public, the bride’s family wants to show the neighbors and relatives that the daughter is married off honorably and legally and taken away in the flowery sedan.

An old Chinese saying clearly explains the other indication of this folk custom. “A married daughter is just like the water that has been poured out onto the ground”. The spilt water on the ground can not be gathered, which means that the married daughter no longer belongs to her family as soon as she left. So her honor and disgrace since then has nothing to do with the family. Her parents do not need her support. In ancient China, the word “to marry off” contains an important idea of the male-dominated society.

As the family and marital relationship changes in contemporary China, this old idea has been discarded. It’s the responsibility of every married couple to support the parents on both sides.

Part II Getting Married
The marriage for woman is called “嫁(Jia)to marry” in Chinese, for a man it is called “get married”. The Chinese character “娶(Qu), getting married” is composed of two parts. The upper part is “取to take”, and the lower part is “女girl”, meaning to take a girl home as wife. It shows that the marriage system in ancient China is closely related to the male patriarchal clan.

The social morality recognizes that the wife was taken over, therefore it pre-determined that the husband exerts full control of his wife and the wife must fully depend on him. Hence, in ancient China, the honor and disgrace of wife and husband are inseparable: if the husband achieved great accomplishment, it in return brings to his wife the equal honor. Likewise if a husband has committed a crime, the wife also becomes a convict. When the husband is down and out, he can sell off her wife just like a piece of commodity. 

Since the foundation of New China in 1949, the equality between man and woman in the family was established very quickly. In families today, the wife and husband enjoy equal social and economic status. However, the word “娶 Getting Married” is still used .

25 “Groom Official” (groom) 

In colloquial Chinese, the groom is called “新郎官Groom Official”. 

In the old days, the biggest dream of a man is to win a top rank in the imperial examinations. On the wedding day, the groom can dress up in official togae and receive courteous reception on his way to escort her new wife even if he doesn’t have such political occupation. 

As ordinary people can also enjoy the treatment of an official on the wedding day, the groom is called by the name of “new official”. The appellation remains until today.

26 To Escort the Bride Home
“迎亲, to escort the bride home” means that on the wedding day, the groom rides along with the bridal sedan or car to the bride’s family and brings her back home for the ceremony.

In ancient China, the escort procession receives a lot of courtesy. For example, all other sedans, carts and boats will give way to the escort, even does the sedan of officials. It is quite a unique phenomenon in old China, where the bureaucratic hierarchy was considered as the fundamental social order. Even today, the bridal motorcade receives the same courtesy on the road.

According to old customs, the bridal escort sets off at dusk, and the wedding ceremony is held in the evening. In many areas in southern China, the traditional custom is preserved. The motorcade departs in the afternoon and the wedding ceremony is held in the evening. But in most part of northern China, the escort motorcade leaves early in the morning and the wedding ceremony is held at noon.
27 Ritual of Entering the Door of the Husband’s Family

As soon the bridal car arrives at the door of the husband’s family and the bride gets off, she will call the parents of the husband Papa and Mama at the first sight, signaling that when she steps over the door, she becomes a member of the family. Normally, the parents of the groom will present to her a gift to mark their first meet.

A set of complicated rituals have to be performed before the bride enters the door. For example, the groom is required to “to kick open” the sedan curtains as if the bride is forced to be led out against her will. Sometimes, the bride is required to hold a vase full of apples and step over a saddle, meaning that they will have a peaceful and safe life ever after. Sometimes she needs to jump across a washbasin of fire, symbolizing the life ever after will be as prosperous and flourishing as the flames. All these procedures have been removed from contemporary wedding rituals.

But in many places, as the bride enters the door, relatives of the groom will throw beans and grains to the bride, in the hope that the new couple will live an abundant life with good harvest of all crops. 

28 Master of the Wedding Ceremony

On the wedding ceremony, the master is the most important person besides the bride and groom. Normally, a honored and respected senior is invited to declare to the young couple the meaning of marriage and bless them with a happy and harmonious life.

29 Making Ceremonial Obeisance

The most eminent characteristic of a Chinese wedding is the young couple making ceremonial obeisance at the main hall of the family.

Initially there were three parts for the procedure. The couple needs to take a bow to thank the bride’s parents before they leave. Secondly, the two will bow to the groom’s parents and ancestors as they arrive at the new home. Finally, in the bridal chamber, the groom stands at the eastern side and the bride at western side, the bride takes a bow to her husband first and repeats the bow once the groom answers back with a bow also. As time passes, the three “obeisance" have turned into one continuous ritual performed at the wedding ceremony. This includes obeisance to heaven and earth, to the parents and to each other. This ritual is of great importance, for only after that the couple could be considered as the legal husband and wife.

Due to the performance nature of this ritual, it is quite easy to become the highlight of the whole ceremony. The procedure has been transplanted into contemporary wedding ceremony, except that the koutou is replaced by bows. Nowadays, the new couple will bow to their parents, to the guests and to each other to express their gratitude.

30 Host of Ceremony
In recent years, the wedding ceremony is hosted mostly by the professional MC from the companies specialized in marital ceremonial services. The routine procedure begins with words of gratitude to the relatives, friends and guests for their presence, followed by a brief introduction of the love story of the newlyweds and then an invitation for the bride and groom to enter the hall. Normally the MC would have prepared a whole set of formulated chorus. Together with corresponding body language, they would successfully guide the new couple to perform traditional wedding rituals and turn the ceremony into a show with the participation of family and friends.

31 Wedding Banquet
After the wedding ceremony, on most occasions there is big banquet waiting for the guests. It is the custom that the bride and bridegroom make toast and offer cigarette to every guest present at the banquet.

In the old days, the bride should wait at the bridal chamber after the Obeisance Ceremony while the groom attends the banquet and make toasts to their guests.

The marital custom today is a combination of the two procedures mentions above. At the banquet, the guests would usually make fun of the couple when they make toast or offer cigarettes to the guests. They would either use all excuses to decline the toast or deliberately use tricks to put off the cigarette the bride lighted. In old tradition, the bride is not allowed to light up the cigarette with a lighter. Hence there is special match with long sticks designed specially for the wedding. Even so, sometimes, the bride could hardly light up a single cigarette with a whole pack of matches. The game brings a lot of laughter to the guests as a touch-up to the cheerful atmosphere of the wedding banquet.

32 Bridal Chamber
After the wedding banquet, it is time for the bride and groom to enter the bridal chamber.

There are a lot of requirements on the layout and settings of the bridal chamber in China. Almost every item in the room should be glued on with red paper-cut Chinese characters of double-happiness. This character is not commonly used in daily written Chinese, but just created as a sign for wedding occasions. By piling up two Chinese characters “喜 Happiness” into “喜喜 Double-Happiness”, it symbolizes a couple or things in pairs. Moreover, many items in this room should be prepared in pairs, indicating that from the day on, the newly-married will become a couple.

In the past, a pair of candles engraved with dragon and phoenix patterns were a must-have in the chamber. They are called “flowery candles”. They are made with special techniques to ensure that they can stay aflame all night through. Hence, the Chinese would call the first night of the new couple as the “night of the flowery candles”. In some areas in contemporary China, a lamp in the bridal chamber is turned on throughout the whole night indicating that life in the future will be bright and exultant - a modern application of the old dragon and phoenix candle. In recent years, there is trend of renaissance of traditional culture in China, the dragon and phoenix candle reappeared in the wedding ceremony.

33 The Red Handkerchief over the Head and Face of the Bride
This handkerchief is a piece of red cloth that the bride covers her head before leaving home. It is another highlight of the traditional wedding ceremony.
In the old days, the majority of the newlyweds were complete strangers to each other. They only met for the first time in the bridal chamber on the wedding night. Hence, it was quite nervous but exciting moment for them both when the handkerchief was lifted. The groom would unshed the handkerchief with a steelyard, implying that their appearances were satisfactory to each other.

There are many debates on the origin of this custom. Some say it is a trace of the bride robbery in ancient times and the handkerchief was used to cover the face of the bride; some say it symbolizes the purity of the bride since she had never met with any stranger at home.

In contemporary wedding ceremony, the bride will symbolically cover herself with the red handkerchief to be lifted by the groom. The most serious moment of the old days has turned into just a fun trick.

34 To Drink the Nuptial Cup
After the red handkerchief is lifted, the bride will drink a cup of sugared water and proceed to the next ritual “He Jin” -- the gourd ladle reunion

 “Jin”卺 is a ladle made of gourd halved. In the old days, it is often used as a container to fetch water. Because the gourd has a lot of seed inside, it symbolizes vibrant fertility. At the wedding ceremony, the bride and groom will drink a ladle of wine with two halved gourd. It symbolizes that the couple will be merged into one just like the halved ladle can be rejoined. It also implies that the couple will have lots of children. Hence, it is called the gourd reunion toast.

Gourd Union is an ancient ritual. In the Song Dynasty (10th century), it evolved to a form during which the bride and bridegroom cross their arms and drink wine from a twin cup tied up with colored silk thread. “He Jin” became Nuptial Cup ceremony.

The ritual has been carried on to the wedding ceremony today. The bride and groom have to perform the ritual in public. It signals that the relationship is formally established.

35 Bridal Bed
After drinking the nuptial cup, the lady of all happiness waiting aside will carry a bowl full of jujube, chestnut, peanut and coins and throw these items onto the bed while singing blessing songs. 

Today, the canopy spreading ritual is seldom seen, but still it is quite popular to put dates, peanuts, chestnuts and eggs tinted in red on the bed, under the mattress, inside the quilt and pillows, because in Chinese the names of the items convey the meaning of “having a baby soon”, and “blessed with both a son and a daughter”.

The Chinese attach great importance to the male offspring in the family, hence a lot of customs or rituals in the groom’s side have a lot to do with the birth of a child, especially a boy. Sometimes, on the eve of the wedding day, a virgin boy would be arranged to sleep on the bridal bed and it is called “weighing the bed”. It aims to bless the new couple with a son very soon.

36 To Banter & Tease the Newlyweds on the Wedding Night 

When the wedding ceremony is finished, some relatives would stay back at the bridal room and tease the newlyweds, sometimes banter them to perform difficult tasks. This behavior is called to “tease the newlyweds”.

This activity can be carry out in a civil or uncivil fashion. The former only requires the bride to sing a song or perform a simple act, but the latter would normally have obvious sexual indications. The most popular game is to hang an apple in the air and make the couple bite it from opposite sides. The one who controls the string will swing the apple back and forth so that the newlyweds normally end up kissing each other. This custom has become a fun game that relatives and friends use to spice up the wedding atmosphere and is usually a highlight of the entire ceremony. 

The habit of teasing the newlyweds actually had its practical applications. Ancient Chinese normally get married at a very young age and knew little about sex. The married relatives took this as an opportunity to give some sex education. As the folklore goes, there is no distinction of age on the first three days of the wedding, during which the relatives were allowed to tease the new couple. The indulgence of this custom was such a sharp contrast to the then conventional and conservative social life in China.

37 Tea Offering Ceremony

In the past, the first thing the bride needs to do on the next morning is to get up early and offer a cup of tea to each member of the husband’s family. It was also a good chance to know all the members.
Chinese attaches great importance to family relationship, therefore the appellation the bride uses to address relatives is extremely complicated. As the bride marries into the new family, she should address members of the family in the same way her future children would. For example, she would call her husband’s elder brother “elder uncle”, younger brother “junior uncle”, and his sister as “junior aunt”.

38  A Cooking Test

In traditional marital custom, the fourth day after the wedding is a crucial day for the bride.

In the first two days, the bride is treated as an honored guest and doesn’t need to do any housework. But after the third day, she needs to go to the kitchen and make the first meal for the members of her husband’s family to taste. Even in some wealthy families that can afford chefs, the bride has to carry the dishes from the kitchen to the dining table and symbolically completes this ritual. Because starting from this day, the bride would formally become the housewife of the family.

In the past, women were not allowed to have a job and they had to take over all the household duties. Since the establishment of the New China, women obtained equal career freedom and payment with men. In urban families today, it is quite common that the husband and wife share the household duties together.

39 Return Home 

“Return Home” means the bride comes to her parents’ residence for the first time after the wedding.

The date of home return varies. The earliest can be the 3rd day after the wedding ceremony; or after 4 months or 6 months but no later. In most cases the bride will come back home with her husband after a month. The son-in-law should take with him some gifts, normally fruit or cakes. The bride’s family will prepare for the daughter some rice cakes made from glutinous rice or bun made of wheat flour in the shape of peach in return to her husband’s family. 

For the bride’s family, this visit means the first time to receive the groom and introduce him to the members of the family clan. After some general greetings, a banquet is held in his honor. The son-in-law enjoys a high status in his wife’s family and he is often called the “master of the girl”. In colloquial, he calls the parents of his wife papa and mama, or to show respect, “Father of Mountain (father-in-law)” and “mother of Mountain (mother-in-law)”. 
40 Wedding Candies
In modern China, it’s also common for young couple to take a honeymoon at some tourist destinations after the wedding ceremony.

No matter how long the vacation takes, as soon as they come back to work, they need to offer their colleagues who didn’t attend the wedding ceremony some candies, called “wedding candies”. They are normally made up of 8 different kinds of candy and are packed in small red packets.

The purpose of this custom is to share the sweet feelings brought by the new marriage.

Part III   Family

The ancient Chinese marriage stresses on “the choice of parents” and “the arrangements of the matchmaker”. Professional match-makers usually are profit-driven and would twist facts. The parents on the other hand will take the interests of the clan into consideration before deciding on a marriage. Marriage in ancient China is rarely based on true love. Though many lucky couples managed to nourish their later-on true love after the wedding, in many families no trace of love could be found. To the husband, there are numerous ways of compensation. The marital system in ancient China provides them with a guarantee. But for the woman, it is the powerful feudal ethical codes rather than love that sustained the family relationship. Hence, while exhibiting the contemporary marital customs, it is necessary for us to include some introduction to the traditional marital system, concepts and other factors.

41 Well-matched Theory 

The ancient Chinese marriage is arranged by the parents and many make their decisions on the principle of “Men Dang Hu Dui” (Door Matching Theory, a figurative speaking meaning that the families of two sides are well matched in social and economic status for the marriage relationship). “Men Dang” and “Hu Dui” are two important components of architectural structures of the front door in ancient China. “Men Dang” refers to the pair of stone drums laid on each side of the door. “Hu Dui” refers to the bricks and wood sculptures on the door lintel or on its side.

Due to the aesthetical theory that concordance brings beauty in architecture, a courtyard installed with “Hu Dui”, should definitely has “Men Dang”, nevertheless, the sizes of the two parts more or less represent how rich the family is. So besides the decorative and talisman features, it is also a symbol of the social status and wealth of its owner. So “Men Dang Hu Dui” became a traditional perception and judgmental factor that was frequently used to arrange a marriage. Many love tragedies happen when the “Men Dang Hu Dui” isn’t met, especially on the occasion when one’s family is wealthy and the other’s poor. 

42   To Remarry

If the wife dies first, the ethical code allows the husband to “refill his bedroom”, which means to remarry. Ancient Chinese often refer the husband and wife as a string musical instrument and losing the wife is just like the strings breaking apart. So getting married again to a new wife is just like replacing the string on the lither so the husband can continue to perform. Therefore the second wife is also called literarily as the “replacement of the string”.   

The “hair binding ritual” is not performed on the remarrying ceremony. In traditional ethical codes, the second wife is lower in status compared to the first wife and hence a woman was generally reluctant to be a replacement wife to a guy of equal social status.

Since the Song Dynasty, the decorum bans all women from remarrying. But in reality, many widows are compelled to remarry to make a living. The remarried woman is ridiculed by the society with prejudice. For example, she is not allowed to ride in the flowery sedan or wear the phoenix coronet and vest. 

Nowadays, the wedding ceremony of the remarried couple is generally simple and quiet. A fancy wedding ceremony or grand banquet is rarely held. There is still prejudice toward remarriage, even though people have become much more open-minded. 

43 Divorce

The divorce in ancient China is a unilateral action called to divorce off the wife. Only the husband has the right to divorce a wife without her permission by writing a bill of divorcement. In ancient times, women didn’t have any marital freedom. She needs to pledge for a bill of divorcement from her husband if she wishes to end the marriage. In public opinions, it is an extreme insult and disgrace for a woman to be divorced.

There were seven legitimate reasons for a husband to divorce his wife: not filial to parents-in-law, can’t give birth to a son, lascivious, shrewish and jealous, has foul disease, gossipy, and stealing. Meanwhile, husband has no right to divorce his wife in the following three circumstances: a wife who accompanied him through poverty to finally gaining wealth and status, a wife who has undergone the mourning period for deceased parents-in-law and who has no relatives to depend on in her parents home.

The equality in divorce started in some big or medium-sized cities during the Republic of China period, but only after the establishment of New China, it spreaded out nationwide. A peaceful divorce is the choice for most couples in today’s China.

44 Fruit of Love

China is a traditional country based on agriculture. Male labor is the main source of bread and butter in a family. Hence, the Chinese established the traditional theory that more children brings more luck. To alleviate the huge overpopulation pressure, family planning became a fundamental national policy since the 1970s. Normally, one couple is only allowed to have one child.

The traditional concept doesn’t die down easily, many families, special those in the countryside, would long for a boy to be born. Some people will try to leave their hometown and get pregnant again in hope to have a boy if their first-born turns out to be a girl. They are teasingly called “ultra parturition guerilla”. In contrast, many young couples in metropolitans choose not to have children at all. 

In fact, China has undergone dramatic economic restructuring. Men and women now enjoy equality in wages and social security system has been established. Having a boy or a girl does not make any difference any more, as long as they are the blessing of love. Having a healthy child is the top concern.

45 Sharing Same Ambitions
In the ancient Chinese families, there is a clear distinction of duties between husband and wife. The husband is responsible for the family income and the wife should do all the housework, support her husband and raise the children. Even on the issues of children’s education, the father focuses on teaching, and mother on nurturing. Under such circumstances, the husband is the pillar of the family, both spiritually and economically. And the tradition of male chauvinism over woman was greatly enhanced.

Since the New China, social status of woman has been greatly upgraded. Woman shares same job opportunities and political standing, and they proudly call themselves “half of the sky”. As their political and economic status improved, the standing of woman in the family has been greatly promoted. Husband and wife have equal say in major issues such as the children’s education, etc. The traditional conjugal felicity (the husband sings and the wife follows) has given way to cherishing the same ambition and follow the same path.

46   Destination and Fate 

There is a very good word that the Chinese use to explain the relationship between man and woman, -- lot and luck by which people are brought together.

Predestination is an explanation the Chinese give to the love affair between a couple, just like fate. One word that the Chinese frequent uses -- “conjugal luck”-- is a combined word of love and luck, an important factor in marriage.

Along with China’s reform and opening up, nearly 50,000 people get married every year with a foreign spouse. It is probably a vivid description of the ideal marriage that’s predestined even if the two were thousands of miles away or way beyond.
Meanwhile, the love story of many couples started on the internet. There is an old saying that two people in love are tied together with a thread no matter how distant they are. It is not the legendary red thread that brings the young lovers together, but an invisible hand of information and messages brought about by the wires and cods. 

Even today, people would say that fate would bring together a couple predestined to be married after all..

47 Mother-in-Law, Uncles and Aunts

The ancient society was a patriarchal society. In the eyes of our ancestors, if a related family has different family name or belongs to a different clan, people can get married no matter what generation they are in. There is no restrictions on the marriage between blood relatives. On the contrary, the kinship brings over more chances to meet each other and develop feelings. Many Chinese fictions describe the love affairs between the first cousins. The well known novel in the famous Chinese classic literature, the Dream of Red Mansion, is mainly a story about the tragic romance between a boy and his cousin.

In tradition, the senior generation prefers to marry their child to young people in their clan, representing a doubled kinship. It was quite popular. Because it happens so frequently, the appellations of uncle on mother’s side or aunt on father’s side in ancient Chinese actually refer to the parents-in-law of the husband, since they are normally either the mother’s brother or father’s sister. 

48 Clan and Ethnical Code

In the marital customs in ancient China, offspring of the same paternal clan of the family are forbidden to marry each other within five generations. The taboo even has been further interpreted into a restriction on marriage of anyone with the same family name in some parts of China.

In accordance with the taboo on consanguineous marriage, China is also a country that upholds ethnical code and morality. On some occasions, even if there is no blood relation, a marriage will not be approved due to ethnical reasons. For example, the children that a remarried couple brought from their previous marriages are not permitted to marry each other. .

In contemporary China, the patriarchal system has been demolished. It is unlawful for relatives either from the father’s family or mother’s to get married within four generations. The government advocates one child for one family. The idea of bearing and rearing healthy child are widely accepted into Chinese ideology.

49 Man Married into the Wife’s Family 

The marital customs require the wife to live together with the husband’s family. Husband is the decision maker of the family and is not obligated to support the wife’s parents. Their children carry on the family name of the father. But there is a special marital form different from that. It refers to a man married into the wife’s family.

Such son-in-law has very low status in the wife’s family, and was mocked by the society in ancient times. Families that are moderately well-off will not allow their sons to marry into a girl’s family. Usually a man from a poor and low-rank family would marry into a girl’s family with high social status, especially in the case that the girl’s family does not have a son. Not only the son-in-law is responsible of supporting the parents-in-law, his children also have to use the surname of his wife’s family.

Nowadays gender inequalities no longer exist, the couple is responsible to support the elders of both families. Hence, it does not matter if he is a taken-in son-in-law or not. For open-minded metropolitan couples especially, they can discuss which family name the child carries. It is not a strange thing anymore that the child follows the mother’s surname and the father will not be looked down upon.

50 Concubine
In ancient times, the martial system is based on monogamy with multiple concubines. In the family relationship, there is a wide gap between the status of wife and concubine. The status of a “concubine” is somewhat between master and servant. She does not have right of succession after her husband dies. In the family with tough domestic disciplines, the concubine is not allowed to ride in flowery sedan, nor enter the family from the front door, nor wear the phoenix coronet and vest at the wedding ceremony, even in daily life she is not allowed to wear red clothes.

If the wife passed away, the concubine will not automatically be upgraded to fill that position, unless she behaved very well and had outstanding performance.

The former identities of a concubine are generally as follows: maid, prostitute, a girl bought from a poor family or as a gift given by others. The concubines are even graded with different ranks in some noble families. It’s a vivid reflection of the rigid feudal order and classification system in a family relationship. 

Conclusion

To an individual, marriage is an integration of two persons. To a society, it is an embodiment of social ideology and ethnical culture at certain period of time. In contemporary Chinese marital customs, we can still find the traces of historical, cultural, religious, ethical and legal traditions. Marital customs is not only an important party of our daily life, but also a treasure house of rich historical and cultural heritage. It is a trail of today’s life to that in the past. It is our sincere hope that through the interesting depictions of martial customs, our visitor will be able to learn more about China on its old traditions and the open and civilized society today.
