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Tracing the Origin and
Development of Chinese Flags
through Museum Relics

JI Ruxun

Abstract

This article traces the origin and development of Chi-
nese flags through the collection of over 30 flag cul-
tural relics in the National Museum of China and
through the exhibition “Ancient China and the Road
to Rejuvenation”, proving that China is one of the
earliest countries in the world to use flags:

I. Tracing the origin of Chinese flags from engraved
symbols, ancient characters, and classical records
shows that flag use in China goes back least 3,100
years.

II. The “Water and Land Battle Map”-patterned
bronze ware from the Warring States period, dating
back more than 2,245 years, is the earliest cultural
relic in China to depict a scene of ancient soldiers
holding military flags and fighting in formation.

II1. The silk painting and inscription of the “Portrait
of the Imperial Dragon”, unearthed from the Chu
tomb in Changsha, from the middle and late Warring
States period, is the earliest existing physical flag in
China, dating back at least 2,245 years.

I'V. Flags appear on paintings in existence after the
Qin and Han dynasties.

V. The Flag of Modern China emerged in the 19th
century.

VI. The first national flag of the People’s Republic of
China is exhibited in the National Museum of China.
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The National Museum of China, located on the east
side of Tiananmen Square in Beijing, covers an area
of 70,000 square meters and has a building area of
nearly 200,000 square meters, making it the largest
museum in the world in terms of individual building
area. Its collection consists of over 1.43 million
items, covering various categories such as historical
relics and artworks. Among them are about 2,000
material cultural relics relating to flags, including
national flags, military flags, unit industry flags, and
award flags, as well as cultural relics depicting and
recording flags.

I. Tracing the origin of Chinese flags from
engraved symbols, ancient characters, and
classical records shows that flag use in China
goes back least 3,100 years.

The origin of flags can be traced back to the era of
ancient tribal states, where frequent wars required the
use of flags to identify enemies and allies, summon
soldiers, and command operations. A flag was usual-
ly tied to a long pole (or with a small horizontal bar)
made from animal skin, feathers, or fabric, and the
surface of the flag was painted with patterns and char-
acters, or painted with colors.

There has been a viewpoint in the field of vexillology,
such as in The History of Flags, which suggests that
the earliest form of flag was “...around 1200 BC,
when ancient Egyptians held animal flags in their
hands, which is the oldest form of flag... Chinese sol-
diers used silk flags around 700 AD.” (Note: Literary
Youth (Primary School Edition) 2013 Vol. 04, edited
by Liang Ce).

But in fact, China’s earliest flag was even earlier than
this. The history of Chinese civilization can be traced
back 5,000 years. According to legend, the earliest
flag was invented by the Yellow Emperor (Huangdi,
around 2697 BC) and was used for military and sacri-
ficial purposes. The Zuo Zhuan (a commentary on
the Spring and Autumn Annals) states that “the great
events of the country lie in the worship and the mili-
tary”. Tong Dian, written by Du You in Tang Dynas-
ty records: “The Yellow Emperor raised his troops...
and set up five banners”, symbolizing the five ele-
ments and colors, namely red (fire, south), black
(water, north), green (wood, east), white (metal,
west), and yellow (earth, center). For example, Liu
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Figure 1. The first “flag” character in Shang
Dynasty oracle bone inscriptions, 3,100 years

Xin’s Zhou Li - Chun Guan - Si Chang of the Western
Han Dynasty records that “Si Chang is in charge of
the names of the nine flags, each belonging to the
state to prepare for national affairs. The name of nine
flags include the sun and moon, the dragon, the silk,
the miscellaneous silk, the bear and tiger, the bird and
falcon, the turtle and snake, the whole feather, and the
separated feathers.” Liu Xi’s Shi Ming - Shi Bing
(during the Eastern Han Dynasty) records that “the
pattern of bear and tiger is used on the flag for mili-
tary as to hope the soldiers can be as bold and power-
ful as the tiger.”

Due to various natural and historical reasons, ancient
flags have not survived. But we can trace the origin
of Chinese flags from ancient characters and records
such as carved symbols, oracle bone inscriptions, and
bronze inscriptions.

The Book of Songs and the Song of Shang: The Myste-
rious Bird are songs sung by the rulers and people of
the Song during the Zhou Dynasty to worship their
Shang ancestor Wu Ding (1192 BC). They say, “Wu
Ding... Ten dragon flags.” The dragon flag was an
ancient flag with a dragon shape painted on it and a
copper bell tied to its pole. It was a flag used exclu-
sively by the Shang king. In the Spring and Autumn
Period and Warring States Period of 2,200 years ago,
the use of the Five Banners was already well devel-
oped. The chapter “Mozi City Guardian “elaborates
on how to raise the five colored flags of blue, red,
yellow, white, and black as slogans to indicate the
people under the city’s rule.

Ancient Chinese characters
gradually evolved from picto-
graphic drawings to picto-
graphic characters, and then
into early forms of Chinese
characters such as oracle bone
script and bronze inscriptions,
which lasted for thousands of
The initial “flag” in
oracle bone inscriptions of the
Shang Dynasty over 3,100
years ago was written in two
simple ways (fig. 1).

With just three strokes, it naturally reminds people of
flags or ribbons made of material such as cloth, silk,
linen, wool, feathers, etc. tied to wooden poles flutter-
ing in the wind. Isn’t this a flag?! A ribbon, also
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Figures 3—4. The character “Zhong” in the middle of the rub-
bing of the inscription looks like four flags flying on a flagpole.
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Figure 2. The character “flag” with people
under the banner.
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Figure 5. The character “Zhongguo” (China)
also refers to four flags flying on a flagpole.

known as J# (pronounced
“you”), is a type of flag.

Then the character “flag” (}i,

with a person under the banner)
appeared (fig 2).

The character “flag” we write
now only appeared during the
Warring States period. Take
another look at the character
“Zhong” in oracle bone
script and bronze inscrip-
tions. This is a bronze
pot of “Song” from the
late Western Zhou Dyn-
asty (771 BC) held and
exhibited in the National
Museum of China. The
character “Zhong” in the
middle of the inscription
rubbings looks like four
flags flying on a flagpole
(figs. 3-4).

Earlier, He Zun, who
recorded the activities of
Chengwang of Zhou and
the establishment of the
Chengzhou around 1038
BC, was collected by the
Baoji Bronze Museum.

The character “Zhong-
guo” (China) appeared
for the first time in the inscrip-
tion, and its character “Zhong”
also refers to four flags flying
on a flagpole (fig. 5)!

At that time, there were multi-
ple ways to write the character
“Zhong” in oracle bone script
and bronze inscriptions (fig 6).

There is a flagpole with a cen-
tral opening or a circle in the
middle. There are two types of
flagpoles with flags and one
with only a flagpole. The orig-
inal meaning of the character
“Zhong” is the central flag,
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Figure 6. There were several ways to write the character

"Zhong" in oracle bone script and bronze inscriptions.
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Figure 8. Three symbols resemble a
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Figure 7. The original meaning of the character
“Zhong” is the central flag, which summons the
clan to gather under the central flag.

which summons the clan to gather under the central
flag. It is extended to a position equal to the four di-
rections or two ends, that is, the center (fig. 7). Later,
only the character “Zhong” without a ribbon re-
mained. By the time of Xiaozhuan, the character
“Zhong” no longer had a flag, in an effort to express
the sense of balance of “Zhong”.

The appearance of descriptive symbols predates ora-
cle bone script and bronze inscriptions. The carved
symbols on pottery statues and jars discovered in the
late stage of the Shijiahe culture in
Tianmen, Hubei (2400-1900 BC)
are exhibited at the National Muse-
um.

Do these three symbols, the third
from the left of the first row, the
second from the left of the third
row, and the second from the left of
the fourth row, resemble a flag
hanging on a horizontal bar (fig. 8)?
This inference still needs further
discussion and exploration.

The above ancient character related

P—HRIRERT o flags proves that China has been

using flags for at least 3,100 years,
and thus is one of the earliest coun-
tries in the world to use flags.

flag hanging on a horizontal bar.
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Figure 9. Vase with images including flags.

I1. The “Water and Land Battle Map”-patterned
bronze ware from the Warring States period,
dating back more than 2,245 years, is the earliest
cultural relic in China to depict a scene of ancient
soldiers holding military flags and fighting in
formation.

In ancient times, there were no cameras or photo-
graphs. The ancient people cast and engraved intri-
cate patterns on bronze ware, vividly depicting scenes
of feasting, picking mulberry trees, shooting, and
hunting, which is equivalent to realistic photographs.
At present, there are two types and six or more pieces
of bronze ware with the “Water and Land Attack and
Battle Map” pattern collected in China from the War-
ring States period (475-221 BC).

1. Four pieces of the “Water and Land Battle Map”
patterned bronze ware date from the Warring States
period.

One is a vase with patterns of early Warring States
with banquet music, fishing, hunting, attacking, and
warfare, collected by the Palace Museum in Beijing
in 1946 (see introduction on the official website of
the Palace Museum, written by Ding Meng) (fig. 9).

One is a bronze pot with the pattern of the Warring
States period inlaid with images of banquet music and
water and land warfare unearthed in Chengdu, Si-
chuan, in 1965 from the collection of the Sichuan
Museum (fig. 10).
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Figure 10. Bronze pot with images including flags.
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The other two are a pair of bronze pots with staggered
water and land attack formations from the Warring
States period, collected by the China Maritime Muse-
um in recent years.

Figure 11. “Water and Land Attack Battle Picture” .

2. A pair of bronze mirrors with inlaid images of
water and land attacks during the early Warring States
period, unearthed in Xinxiang, Henan, in 1935
(currently preserved at the Taiwan Institute of Histor-
ical and Linguistic Research), with rubbings.

The above “Water and Land Attack Battle Picture”
patterned bronze ware is divided into 3 or 4 layers to
depict feasts, fishing and hunting, siege warfare, and
water warfare (fig. 11). The content and composition
are similar, indicating that the original creation may
have come from one place. In the water battle, the
flags held by friend and foe are different. One is a
long cloth flag with several round stars, and the other
is two long pheasant tail ribbons. The dots on the
cloth flag represent the level of the commander, such
as the seven-star flag used by the emperor, and the
long pheasant tail is a symbol of bravery. For exam-
ple, the brave warriors of Zhao were once rewarded
with double pheasant tails to wear.
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Figure 12. A silk tomb painting of a
person riding a dragon with a flag.
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According to historical records, in 485 BC, tens of
thousands of Wu’s warriors engaged in a naval battle
with Qi in the Yellow Sea. Wu’s warships were 30
meters long and could carry hundreds of people.
Three years later, the state of Yue defeated the state
of Wu in the Battle of the Huai River, and became the
dominant navy east of the Jianghuai River. Qin and
Chu both had naval forces.

The images on the bronze ware of the Warring States
period shows that China has been using flags for at
least 2,245 years.

I11. The silk painting and inscription of the
“Portrait of the Imperial Dragon”, unearthed
from the Chu tomb in Changsha, from the middle
and late Warring States period , is the earliest
existing physical flag in China, dating back at
least 2,245 years.

The silk painting of the figure
Yulong, unearthed from the Chu
tomb in the middle and late Warring
States period in the Zidanku area of
Changsha suburb in 1973, was col-
lected by the Hunan Museum and
exhibited at the National Museum
(fig. 12).

It shows the fantastic scene of the
male tomb owner with his sword
riding the huge Dragon Boat to
heaven.  There is a thin bamboo
pole with a hanging rope at the edge
of the silk painting. It is a banner or
inscription used in funeral ceremo-
nies to summon the soul and guide
the tomb owner’s ascent to heaven
and was included in the inner coffin,
also known as “non-clothing”. This
is the earliest existing physical flag
in China, which proves that the his-
tory of using flags in China dates
back more than 2,245 years.

The Hunan Museum also holds a silk painting of a
dragon and phoenix figure depicting the scene of the
female tomb owner ascending to heaven after her
death, unearthed from the Warring States Chu Tomb
in Changsha in 1949 (fig. 13).
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e A dragon and phoenix figure .
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Figure 15. An early Eastern Han Dynasty tomb painting depicting flags.
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Figure 14. A silk tomb
painting as a type of banner.

(Note: Professor Song
Yixiao from Central Chi-
na Normal University
believes that the figures
in the silk paintings men-
tioned above should be
the couple of Xiangjun
from “Nine Songs”, orig-
inally published in Vol. 2
of “Silk Road Research
Collection” in 2021.)

The museum also holds a
hanging T-shaped silk
painting depicting the
scenery of heaven and
earth underground, un-
earthed from a tomb in
Changsha during the ear-
ly Western Han Dynasty
(fig. 14). It is also a type
of banner, dating back
more than 2,100 years.

IV. Flags appear on paintings in existence after the

Qin and Han dynasties.

1. The mural painting “The Journey of Chariots and

Horses”

from the early Eastern Han Dynasty tomb

unearthed in Anping, Shaanxi Province, is in the
“Ancient China” exhibition of the National Museum

NE I -

of China (replica)
(fig. 15).

In this picture,
four riders holding
small flags seem
to be communi-
cating with each
other through flag
language. This
type of carriage
and horse travel
painting is often
seen in murals,
lacquer paintings,
and stone or brick
portraits in tombs.
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Figure 16. Flags on the carriage of Luo Shen, Eastern Jin Dynasty.
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2. The Palace Museum in Beijing holds the painting
of Luo Shen Fu by Gu Kaizhi from the Eastern Jin
Dynasty (Song Dynasty copy) (fig. 16). It shows the
abundance and high specifications of the flags and
ribbons mounted on the carriage ridden by Luo Shen.
It depicts Luo Shen “leaning on the left to pick the
tassel, and shading the Guiqi on the right” (fig. 17).
The tassel is a flag made of ox tails, and the Guigi is a
flag pole made of fragrant Guimu (laurel) wood.
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Figure 17. Luo Shen with vexilloid.

3. Mural painting of Cave 156 in Dunhuang from the
Late Tang Dynasty is titled “Travel Map of Zhang
Yichao, the Commander in Chief of the Hexi Military
Region” (fig. 18). Some believe the semi-circular red
flag with red sun, blue moon, and black rays, borders,
and stripes is the national or military flag of the Tang
Dynasty. (fig. 19). However, it may just be the Jiedu-
shi flag under the Tang Dynasty, as it only has 5
stripes, far fewer than the 12 on the emperor’s flag.

Bl 18, Carg TR IR TE L TR -

Figure 18. “Travel Map of Zhang Yichao, the Commander in Chief

of the Hexi Military Region” .
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Figure 19. Detail with semi-circular flag.
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4. Northern Song Dynasty’s “Da Jia Lu Bu Tu” and
“Qing Ming Shang He Tu”.

The Guobo Collection includes the Northern Song
Dynasty silk ribbon painting “Da Jia Lu Bu Tu”,
which measures 51.4 by 1,481 centimeters, verified as
the Middle Way Guidance Map used for the suburban
worship of Emperor Renzong of Song in the autumn
of 1053. The entire picture features numerous char-
acters, carriages, and horses, with over 90 banners,
flags, spears, and banners depicting the sun, moon,
stars, mountains, rivers, wind, rain, thunder, and
lightning, as well as auspicious birds and beasts.

The Five Bulls Banner of the Left and Right Martial
Guards is decorated with five colors of oxen and flags
used for worship (fig. 20).

The golden banner at the forefront is a black dragon-
shaped river map flag (fig 21).

The Palace Museum in Beijing holds the painting
“Qing Ming Shang He Tu” by Zhang Zeduan from
the Northern Song
Dynasty, measur-
ing 24.8 by 528.7

centimeters. It
depicts the urban
landscape and

citizens’ lives of
Kaifeng in the
12th century.
Many shops hang
banners with busi-
ness content writ-
ten on them (fig.

Bl 21, 5% - 2R E IR -

Figure 21. The Jinwu banner was a 22)
black flag. ’

The three black
and two white vertical wine flags
hanging on the horizontal bars of
the riverside tavern can be lifted
and lowered with ropes and pulleys,
with the word “new wine” in the
middle.

B 22. B L N AR REIE -

Figure 22. Banners with business

content.
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Figure 24. The Nine Streamers White Banners

of the Mongol Empire.
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In the painting “Qing Ming Shang He Tu” by Ming
Qiu Ying, which is held in the Palace Museum in Tai-
pei, a triangular (or square) flag
with a frayed edge is hung from
the top of the flagpole on the ship
(fig 23). The flag is two red, two
yellow, and one blue, with a red
circle in the yellow flag. Some
people believe that it represents the
Song Dynasty and is similar to a
national flag.

5. The Nine Streamers White Ban-
ners of the Mongol Empire.

The Nine Streamers White Ban-
ners, also known as Chagan Sulu
Ding, were created by Genghis
Khan during the founding of the country on the banks
of the Wonan River in 1206 (fig. 24). It is Genghis
Khan’s war flag and a symbol of power for the Mon-
golian people. This is also a flag.
The Chagan Sulu Ding consists of
the main Sulu Ding with a trident
divine spear and eight accompany-
ing Sulu Ding. The top of the
main Sulu Ding is a gold-plated
trident iron spear, symbolizing
flames. The lower end is fixed
with a silver white stallion mane
tassel along the edge, and the han-
dle is made of pine wood.

He Tu”.

6. The Ming Emperor Wanli’s
“Chu Jing Ru Bi” painting held by
the Palace Museum in Taipei.

The painting depicts the grand scene of Emperor
Wanli riding a horse out of the capital to pay respects
to his ancestors at the Ming Tombs, and then return-
ing to the capital by boat. It is divided into two vol-
umes, with a 26-meter-long painting of Chu Jing and
a 30-meter-long painting of Ru Bi.

There are two blue flags and over 30 dragon flags of
various colors in the picture, almost like an ocean of
dragon flags (fig. 25).

Wanli’s Dragon Boat is hung with a red and yellow
triangular green dragon flag, which seems to be the
symbol of the emperor (fig. 26).
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Figure 25. Ming Emperor Wanli’s “Chu Jing Ru Bi” painting.

7. EfRIGEIE L EE thinta (RZPEm KR ) m
{EfEL: T 15 1 FEZRE S — I K & > 3R 12
B SISk o SEFRE] -

A= Vastrap = UANA TRz =y - S Rl Vv =1: b
e A AT EIF 2L (B127) -

Tt PR TATRr R BRI 2/ (E R %
FEMR > Te Rk EAC3 SR e KR B ZEHT RIS
N REAREI I (E28) -

8. [ElffE H i E Yoz (1736-1796
F) % CHEREAED) (E29) -

27. EGRR L HE thinis (HZiErmKE) -

Figure 27. Xu Yang’s painting “Qianlong’s Southern Tour”
from the Qing Dynasty, in the National Museum of China.
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Figure 26. Wanli’s Dragon Boat is hung with a
red and yellow triangular green dragon flag.

7. Xu Yang’s painting “Qianlong’s Southern Tour” of
Qing Dynasty, held by and exhibited in the National
Museum, depicts the scene of Emperor Qianlong’s
first southern tour in 1751, consisting of 12 volumes
and a total length of 154 meters, making it a master-
piece.

On the left side of the reviewing stand is the highest
ranking inlaid yellow flag, followed by the other sev-
en flags and the semi-circular red flag (fig. 27).

The guards on both sides of the road are holding the
flag with stars, auspicious animals and eight trigrams
(fig. 28). The dragon sail with the 3.5-meter-long
golden dragon playing with pearls on the Dragon
Boat is actually the largest dragon flag known from
ancient times.

8. The Palace Museum’s collection of paintings from
the Qianlong period (1736-1796), titled “The Arrival
of All Nations
in the Dynas-
ty”, is exhibit-
ed at the Na-
tional Muse-
um of China
(fig. 29).
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Figure 28. Detail, “Qianlong’s Southern Tour”.
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They depict the scene of envoys from various coun-

tries congratulating Emperor Qianlong on New
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Figure 29. “The Arrival of All Nations in the Dynasty”.

Year’s Day, holding na-
tional flags without pat-
terns and only writing the
names in Chinese, indicat-
ing that there was no
knowledge of national flags
at that time.

V. The Flag of Modern
China emerged in the
19th century.

1. In 1888, the Qing court
officially announced the
flag, a rectangular yellow
field bearing a blue dragon

with a red pearl as the national flag, the first official
national flag of China (fig 30).
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Figure 30. The first official national flag of
China, 1888.

the Qing government repeatedly suffered losses in

foreign negotiations. Therefore,
in 1862, the Qing government
designed the “Qing National
Flag Style” with a triangular
yellow dragon flag to distin-
guish between official ships,
navy ships and foreign ships.

2. The “Kan”-shaped flag and
golden fist finial on the flagpole
of the Boxer Rebellion in Shim-
en Town, Zunhua, Zhili, held
by the National Museum of
China, were looted by the Ger-
man army of the Eighth Allied
Army in 1900 (figs. 31-32).

The flag was returned to China during the visit of

REEVI RN ZELE (S LE#RER)

German Democratic Republic Prime Minister Grotius
to China in 1955.

The golden fist on the flagpole was returned during
the visit of the Soviet Union China Friendship Asso-
ciation delegation to China in 1959 (see the official
website of the National Museum of China).
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Figure 31. The “Kan”-shaped flag
of the Boxer Rebellion.
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Figure 33. The 18-star flag from the Wuchang

Uprising, 1911.
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Figure 34. The first national flag of the
Republic of China, 1912.

32. XN B EfE:

Figure 32. The golden
fist finial of the Boxer

3. The 18-Star Flag from
the Wuchang Uprising of
the Xinhai Revolution ex-
hibited at the National Mu-
seum of China (fig. 33).

The 18 provinces that re-
belled against Qing Dynasty
represented the whole coun-
try, and later adopted it as
the army flag in the early
days of the establishment of
the Republic of China.

4. The first national flag of
the Republic of China—the
five-colored flag (fig. 34).

On June 8, 1912, the Five-

Colored Flag officially be-

came the legal national flag

of the Republic of China.
The proportions of the flag
were 5:8, with red, yellow,
blue, white, and black horizon-
tal stripes in that order, repre-
senting the five ethnic groups
of Han, Manchu, Mongolian,
Hui, and Tibetan, representing
the unity and solidarity of the
Chinese nation.

5. The second national flag of
the Republic of China—Blue
Sky, White Sun, and Red Flag
on the Ground (fig. 35).

In May 1921, Sun Yat-sen an-
nounced in Guangzhou that the
national and military flags
would be a blue sky and white
sun on a red field.
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Republic of China, 1928.
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Figure 35. The second national flag of the
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In 1928, the Northern Expedi-
tion ended and the Northeast
changed its flag, officially mak-
ing it the national flag of the
Republic of China.

VLI. The first national flag of
the People’s Republic of
China is exhibited in the Na-
tional Museum of China.

The current national flag was
raised at Tiananmen Square in
Beijing on October 1, 1949,
during the founding ceremony of the People’s Repub-
lic of China (fig. 36).

It is particularly important to emphasize that designs
for the national flag of New China were first solicited
in newspapers from the people of the entire country
and from overseas Chinese, then the five-star red flag
designed by Zeng Liansong was selected from nearly
3,000 designs, which were discussed and revised by
the representatives of the CPPCC, and voted on for
approval. This is an unprecedented initiative in hu-
man history. Second, the national flag pattern is a
limited design work, with a red flag color and a pro-
portions of 2:3. The pattern had to be simple and in
line with revolutionary and national traditions (such
as Chinese red).
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