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Even in China Boy Meets Girl-They Wed

Lemd of New and Ancient
Marriage Rites

By JOHN POWELL

Shanghai, China.

HERE is no place in the

world . whers the institution

of marriage has a wider
range or greater variety of expres-
sion than in the republic of China,
where the dense population, con-
sisting of some 200,000,000 males
and an equal number of females,
reside in more or less consiant jux-
taposition.

From the ultramodern system of
" mass-marriage,” or the joining of
dozens of couples ot one time
under official auspices in the occl-
dentalized ports, the marricge cua-
tom vories to the most primitive
forms, including " spirit " marriages
in backward interior communities.

In Canton several years ago
there was a marriage in a peasant
family where a daughter was wed-
ded to a tree, the superstitious par-
ents thinking that the spirit of the
bridegreom, who had died prior to
the time set for his mamiage to
their daughter, had taken up ite
permanent residence in a free
which was standing in the yard.
The widew was expected to refrain
from another marriage and o re-
main virtuous for the remainder of
her life.

Another interesting spirit mar-
ricge custom still prevails in the
Tsangchow . district of Hopei prov-
ince, according to reports of mis-
sionaries residing in that area.
Here, according to the report, it
was not unusual for parents whose
son had died in infancy, or any
time before a marriage could be
arranged, to contreet o spirit mar-
riage with a daughter of another
family who had died in infancy,

There is an important reason for
this strange custom of spirit mar-
riages. It ia the aversion to having
unmarried members of the family
buried in the family burial ground.
Negotiations betwsen two families,
one having a deceased son and the
other a deceased daughter, often
extend over a considerable period
and are accompanied by realistic
formalities which usually take
place at regular weddings.

In the cases of spirit marriages,
however, the wedding is immedi-
ately followed by two funerals.
wherein the bodies of the deceased
are taken to the family burial
ground of the boy's parents and
interred in formal fashion with the
usual accompaniments, including a
band to supply appropricte melo-
dies.

In the modernized cliies, such oa
Shanghei, Canton, Nanking, the
new capital, and other places
where occidental idegs and cus-
toms now prevail, the inastitutions
of courtship and marriage — and
also divorce —do not greatly dif-
fer from practice in America and
Europe. Conservative Chinese of
the interlor rural districts and vil-
lages, however, change slowly and
habits of ancient times still prevail

An English missionary reeiding
at Tsingkiangpu, about 250 miles
north of Shanghai, recently told of

A college romance in western

manner, Chinan university boy

and girl who became husband
and wife.

o matrimonial mixup that was not
without its humorous features. A
bride who was being transported
in ancient manner in a covored
sedon chair to the bome of har hus-
band stepped at a wayside teo-
house to woarm her hands and feet
as the weather was bitterly cold,
While she was in the teahouse an-
other marringe procession came by
and the second bride also entered
the teahouse. After some minutes
the parties started out again, but
as the sedan chairs were alike, the
brides by mistake got in the wrong
chairs. Three days kater, when the
families of the brides wers invited
to the homes of the new husbande
for a {east, there was general con-
sternation when it was discovered
that the brides were not their own
doughters. The mystery Hnally

was solved when the chair bearers
explainad the stop at the teghouss.
Mutual friends wers called in, and
after considerable discuasion it was
decided to adopt a common-sense
solution and let the
stand,

marriages

Litile girls precede the brides in a
procession bhefore the most recent
muass martiage in Canton. Bride-

grooms at left,

These incidents resuited from
what is now termed old-style mar-
riages, wherein the arrangements
were made by parents, who uti-
lized the services of professicnal
go-betweens, geomancers, and for-
tune jellers. Although surrounded
by much folderol, this type of mat-
ing was a sort of business transac-
tion between the porents of the
principals, neither of whom had
ever seen the other and neither
being consulted about the desira-
bility of the match.

Matchmaking under the old ar-
rangement must have provided
employmeni for a considerable
number of persons, because all
parents with marriageabls sons
and daughters employed one or
more go-betweens or matchmakers,
who shopped about town or iIn
neighboring towns for deszirable
mates.

Courtship and marricage under
the cld system not only were ex-
pensive but filled with anxisties
for both parties to the match. It
often happened that after all nege-
tiations had been completed by the
go-betweens some lortune teller
would forbid the marriage on the
ground that the bridegroom had
baen born in the year of the lamb
while the bride had been bom in
the year of the lion, thus making
the marriage impeossible, because
the “lion " bride would be certain
to devour the " lamb “ husband, or
at lsast make his life unbemable.

s

According to “The Book of His-
tory of the Classics,” the Chinese
race in mythological times lived
promiscuously, children knrowing
their mothers but not their fathers.
Later come the submission of one
woman or women to one man, re-
sulting in parenial guthority. The
first lows dealing with marriagoe
were enacted in the Hsia and Yin
dynasties. These permitted mar-
riage between members of the
same clan; but the later Chou dy-
nasty was the first io forbid mar-
riages betwoen perzons having the
same surname. In the feudal pe-
riod there were laws forbidding
merriage with five kinds of women:
(1) Doughter of a rebellicus house;
{2} daughter of a disorderly house;
{3) daughter of a house producing
criminals; (4) daughter of a house
having members alilicted with lep-
rosy or other incurable disease; (5)
daughter who had lost her father
and elder brother. Marriage was
forbidden during the three years

of mourning, and widows were
obliged to remain single.

The Manchu dynasty, which pre-
ceded the present republican re-
gime, passed laws providing thai
legal betrothals could be arranged
by the paternal grandparents of
the couple; porents of the coupls;
paternal uncle of the father and
his wife; paternal aunt, sister of
the father; eldest brother; eldest
sister; maternal grandporents.

Severe penalties were exacted
in the event the go-betweons mis-
represented the bride or bride-
groom; hence the marriage con-
iract arranged by the go-between
and ultimately signed by the re-
spective parents referred in detail
to any blemishes or physical infir-
mities of the bride or bridegroom,
their ages, if either had been born
of a concubine, and if either had
been adopted. If even a descrip-
tion was found to be fraudulent the
marricge could be annulled,

There were thres essential con-
ditions to a marriage-—a coniract
signed by the parents or guardian;
acceptance of wedding gifts by the
bride's family; bringing of the bride
to the bridegroom's house. After
the go-betweens had made the pre-
liminary arrangements it was then
customary for the boy's parenis to
make a formal offer of marriage to
the bride's parents, which consti-
tuted the marriage contract. Then
followed a visit 1o the geomancer
or fortune teller to select a lucky
day. Fees were in proportion io
the weaith and social (official) po-
sitton of the respective families;
hence an inadequate fee might re-
sult in an uniavorable decisien by
the fortune teller.

A month belore the marriage it
was customary for the bridegroom's
family to send to the bride's family
the material for the bride's dress.
presents of meney, silks, wines, and
cakes of ceremony. A few days
prior to the marriage date the

Mass weddings have become popular in westermnized cities of China—it's mainly @ matter of low cost. Hure are the bridal couples end a 13%-year-
old witness of China's flirst mass wedding, solemnized in Hangchow.

bride’s dowry, trousseau, and fur-
niture, together with gifts from rela-
tives and friends, were carried to
the bridegroom's house. In the
Shanghai district it often was cus-
tomary to send along two live
geese.

On the eve of the wedding the
bride was expected to put up her
hair, try on her bridal garments,
light incense beicre the family an-
costral tablets, and knes! hefore

monial stage.

her parents, grandparents, and
senior relatives,

The ritual of the wedding day
had to be strictly ohserved, even
to the tunes to be played by the
aftending musicians while the
bride was bathing and donning
her marriage clothes, the outer gar-
ments invariably being red, with
embroidered dragons. A heavy
veil completely coverad her lace
and head. A friend of the bride-
groom bearing a letter, regarded
o8 o marriage certificats, arrived
to escort the bride to the home of
the bridegroom. Firecrackers were
set off as she left the door of her
home and entered the sedan chair.
All members of the family wept.
The bride’s brothers walked beside
the chair, which always was cov-
ered with embroidered red cloth.

There were more firecrackers
upon the arrival of the procession
at the bridegroom’s house. The
chair was carried directly into the
reception room, where a small boy
lifted the covering and invited the
bride to descend, mecnwhile hold-
ing a mirrer in front of the bride in
order that she might inspect her-
solf. The bride was then escorted
to Rer room, where she sat by the
aide of the bridegroom on the edge
of the bed, thus permitting the
bridegroom for the first time to look
upon the fuce of his beloved. It
was his privilege tc unfasten the
girdle which she had worn frem
childhood about her breasts, often

Marching in couples. the brides
and bridegrooms head for the cere-

so tight as to prevent their normal
growth,

Later the two proceeded sepa-
raiely to a reception rcom, where
they siood before the bridegroom's
ancestral tablets, and alter obei-
sance to the gods and each other
they drank a mixture of wine and
honey from goblets tied logether
with red silk thread, then ex-
changed cups and drank again.
Then followed a feast, at which the
bride was not expected to eat. It
was here that her veil was lifted,
permitting relaiives, friends. and
the public to criticize her appear-
ance and make all types of jokes,
usually unprintable. On the third
day the couple visited the bride's
family, where they also worshiped
at the ancestral tablets. Aflter the
tenth day the bride could visit her
parents alone.

Child betrothals were common in
the Manchu regime, but when the
republic was established (1911) a
law was passed forbidding mar-

v,

in red silk jackets and skirts, and
the sedan chair would be altogeth-
er too dangerous for Shanghai's
congested trafic. Instead a mod-
ern American auiomobile serves
the purpose with a few ribbons and
garlonds of flowers, indicating ita
objective. Also there are fio more
week-long celebrations with guesta
oecupying themselves in ezcessive
oating and drinking. Teday one
banquet usually suifices. Also to-
day the bride dresses in o stand-
ard wedding gown, wears o veil,
carries a bougquet, and is aftended
by bridesmaids and flower girls.

The institution of " mass mar-
riage " was invented to cut down
the excessively high cost of mar-
riage, which worked a hardship on
the rank and file. Popularity of
the mass-wedding idea, which re-
duces the cost of marriages to. a
minimum (average about $6 o
couple), i shown by the fact that
1087 couples were married at
Shanghai alone in 1836, Thirteen
such public ceremonies have bsen
held.

Should China ever succeed in
obtaining full sovereignty, thus
making her divorce laws legal for
all nationalities, it probably would
be necessary for trams-Pacific
steamers to greatly increase their
services. The reason is that China
apparently has outdone Reno, Mex-
ico City, and Paris for simplicity of
divorce.

Adultery, praviously illegal for

Modsrn China tums them out thus, A do and rldcgroom who were
wedded in a Christian church,

riage before the age of 18 for men
and 16 for women.

While much medification of an-
cient customs occurred after the
1911 revolution, which destioyed
the Manchu dynasty, most drastic
changes followed the Nationalist
revolution of 1927.

In the modernized ports and cit-
ies, such as Shanghai, Canton, and
Nanking, it now has become a cuse
of the traditional four stages—boy
meeta girl, boy ialls in love with
girl, boy courts girl, and boy gets
gizk—in this case the boy and girl
may be students in the same co-
educational college or university.

The present-day Nationalist lead-
ers, porticularly Gen. Chiang Xai-
shek and his wife, the former Mei-
ling Soong, Wellesley graduate,
have done much to modernize the
marriage customs of ancient China.,

. No longer does the bride dress

women only, is now illegal for both
sexes, the result of a dromatic legal
battle before the legislative Yuean
in Nanking by the Chinese wom-
en's cluba., Polygamy also is ille-
gal and, with adultery, constitutes
valid grounds for divorce.

The law of China is ominously
silent on the subject of concubin-
age. The reason for this signif-
icant omission is that the practice
is quite general among the weal-
thier clasges. One well known
Chinese merchant, high official of
a chamber of commerce at Shang-
hai, is soid to have 35 children re-
sulting from one wife and a haif
dozen concubines,

While the subject of concubinage
is ignored in the civil code, this
does not mean that concubines
and their chidren have no legal
status. Coses frequently come up
in the courts inveolving claims of
concubines and their children for
participation in the division of es-

(Photos from Powell.)

tates and usually such claims are
ailowed by the courts, Claims of
concubines—some eighteen of them
—belonging to a famous North Chi-
na general named Marshal Chang
Chung-chang kept the native courts
of Tientsin busy for several yedrs.

Recently there was a sensation
in educational circles at Shanghai
when Dr. Tai Shuan-chin, dean of
the school of education of Great
China university, obtained a di-
vorce from his wife on the ground
that she refused to wear native
woven cloth and insisted upon buyv-
ing imported materials. [t de-

These two were woddod in qrcmd
occidental style in a Shanghai
hotel.

veloped he had previously divorced
the same wile.on similar grounds
o year previously, but had remar-
ried her upon her promise to wear
native materials, Later the profes.
sor announced e had found the
" gizl of his dreams,”" a student in
the university, who had promised
to wear dresses made of native
rather than imported fabrics.

It is not infrequent in Shanghai
that adveriisments appear in the
papers announcing that so-and-so,
son or daughter of so-and-so, re-
fused to marry the person selected
by the parents und declared his {or
her) intention of murrying the pesr-
son of his choice, evidence that
the new " boy meets girl “ system
has invaded China ond is displac-
ing the ancient “aight and un-
seen ” mairimeonial methods of the
ancestors.

Dr ‘!‘d Shun-chlu. ﬂhnqbd od-
ucator, and his wife. whoem he
twice diverced becguse she in-
sisted upon wearing gurments
made of imported fubrics.




