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The Origin and Development of
China’s Flag Culture

ZHAO Xinfeng

Abstract

In 2013, I delivered a presentation titled “A Prelimi-
nary Exploration of the Origins of Chinese Flag Cul-
ture” at the 25th International Congress of Vexillolo-
gy in Rotterdam. After over a decade of continued
research, new discoveries and findings have emerged,
which I will further elaborate on here.

China is the earliest country in the world known to
use flags, with historical records and unearthed arti-
facts providing accurate evidence. After the estab-
lishment of the Zhou Dynasty, the Rites of Zhou for-
malized regulations regarding the ranks, designs, and
usage of national flags, vassal flags, and military
flags, establishing the world’s earliest flag protocol
and laws, marking the origin of global flag culture.

For over 3,000 years, the flourishing development of
Chinese ceremonial and flag culture has adhered to
the Rites of Zhou. Chinese flag culture has also exert-
ed a profound influence on flags worldwide.
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Introduction

China is the earliest country in the world known to
use flags, with historical records and unearthed arti-
facts providing accurate evidence. The ancient Chi-
nese texts Shangshu and Records of the Grand Histo-
rian both documented the use of military flags during
King Wu of Zhou (the first king of the Zhou Dynas-
ty)’s defeat of King Zhou of Shang (the last king of
the Shang Dynasty) in 1046 BCE. After the estab-
lishment of the Zhou Dynasty, the Duke of Zhou (the
younger brother of King Wu), building upon the cere-
monial practices of the Xia and Shang dynasties, for-
mulated the Rites of Zhou. This text made clear and
specific regulations regarding the ranks, designs, and
usage of national flags, vassal flags, and military
flags, establishing the world’s earliest flag protocol
and laws, marking the origin of global flag culture.

For over 3,000 years, the flourishing development of
Chinese ceremonial and flag culture has adhered to
the Rites of Zhou. This rich heritage has been passed
down through the Spring and Autumn, Warring
States, Qin, Han, Sui, Tang, Song, Liao, Jin, Yuan,
Ming, and Qing dynasties, with vibrant manifesta-
tions in ceremonial displays, military traditions, navi-
gation, religion, poetry, painting, drama, and com-
merce. Chinese flag culture has also exerted a pro-
found influence on flags worldwide.

I. The Expression of Chinese Flag Culture

Chinese flag culture vividly embodies Chinese culture
as a whole, serving as a dynamic revelation of the
aspirations nurtured by thousands of years of Chinese
civilization and a true reflection of the national char-
acter and ethos. The Rites of Zhou set forth these reg-
ulations:

o The king flies the Chang flag, which features the
sun and moon.

e Vassals fly the Qi flag, adorned with intertwined
dragons.

e Nobles and ministers fly the Zhan flag, using
plain silk.

e High-ranking officials fly the Wu flag, featuring
mixed silks.
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e Military units fly the Qi flag, depicting bears and
tigers.

o Towns fly the Yu flag, featuring birds of prey.

o Counties fly the Zhao flag, adorned with turtles
and serpents.

This text constitutes the world’s earliest “national flag
regulations” and handbook for flag usage. Through
continuous development and enrichment, this system
flourished during the Song dynasty, became increas-
ingly perfected during the Yuan dynasty, and reached
its pinnacle during the Ming dynasty.

The expression of Chinese flag culture can be catego-
rized into several aspects based on historical records
of flag designs.

1. Reverence for Heaven

Throughout history, the Chinese people and their rul-
ers have depicted their reverence for Heaven on their
flags. The Rites of Zhou stated that the Son of Heav-
en (the Emperor) would use the Chang flag, adorned
with the sun and moon, as the highest-ranking flag,
which is equivalent to today’s national flag. This
tradition was faithfully followed by emperors across
various dynasties.

In ancient China, the most revered ceremony was the
ritual of sacrificing to Heaven. According to the
Book of Jin (a kingdom in the Zhou dynasty), the
most honorable chariots, decorated with jade (Yuluo),
would have a Taichang flag on them, featuring the
sun, moon, and ascending dragon, with twelve
streamers (/itz). This flag was used to worship Heav-
en. The chariots adorned with gold (Jinluo) would
have a large Qi flag with nine streamers and were
used to receive foreign guests or granted to kings,
princes, and their mothers.

Over time, the sun and moon flags evolved to include
star flags, with the sun, moon, and stars collectively
referred to as the “Three Luminaries” (Sanchen). By
the Song dynasty, in addition to the sun and moon
flags, there were also five-star flags, five-luminary
flags, Big Dipper flags, twenty-eight-constellation
flags, sun and moon combined flags, five-star linked
flags, and auspicious cloud flags.
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Figure 1. Sun flags in a tomb mural

from the Sui Dynasty (581-618) in
Shaanxi Province.
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Figure 2. The sun and moon flags in an
imperial procession in 1008.

In 2005, the Shaanxi Archaeological
Research Institute excavated a high-
level large-scale tomb of the Sui
Dynasty in Shui Village, Tongguan
County, Shaanxi Province. After
comprehensive analysis, it was de-
termined that the tomb owner might
be the former deposed crown prince
Yang Yong. The murals on both
sides of the unearthed tomb passage
displayed a 92-member Yulin guard
of honor, clearly showing flags such
as the four-tassel sun flag. This is
also the earliest physical mural of
the sun flag discovered so far,
providing important and precious
historical materials for research on
flag culture (fig. 1).

Another painting shows the sun and

moon flags in the ceremonial pro-

cession when Emperor Zhenzong
Zhao Heng went to worship the
heaven on Mount Tai in the year
1008 (fig. 2).

2. Reverence for Immortals

In traditional Chinese culture,
immortals are considered a level
of belief below that of the heav-
ens. The belief in immortals is
widespread and has become a part
of the spiritual heritage of the
Chinese nation. By the Song
Dynasty, images of immortals had
appeared on royal banners, in-
cluding flags such as the Wind
God Flag, Rain God Flag, Thun-
der God Flag, Lightning Mother
Flag, Heavenly King Flag, Tai
Sui Flag, and Red Gate God Flag.

These flags combined the worship of wind, rain, thun-

der, lightning, and immortals with the symbolism of

banners.
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Figures 3—4. Bagua flags bearing trigrams.

3. Reverence for the Bagua and Five Elements

The Bagua (Eight Trigrams) represents the funda-
mental understanding of the universe and nature by
the early Chinese and is central to Chinese culture.
Fuxi, revered as the cultural ancestor of the Chinese
nation, invented the Bagua. The eight trigrams—
Qian (Heaven), Kun (Earth), Zhen (Thunder), Xun
(Wind), Kan (Water), Li (Fire), Gen (Mountain), and
Dui (Marsh)—symbolize eight natural phenomena
and correspond to the eight cardinal directions:
Northwest, Southwest, East, Southeast, North, South,
Northeast, and West. They also represent eight fami-
ly members: father, mother, eldest son, eldest daugh-
ter, middle son, middle daughter, youngest son, and
youngest daughter. During the imprisonment of King
Wen of Zhou (circa 1152-1056 BCE) by King Zhou
of the Shang Dynasty, the Bagua was further devel-
oped into the 64 hexagrams.

Bagua flags are widely used in Taoist rituals and mil-
itary banners (figs. 3-4). The commanding general’s
banner often features a Bagua diagram. During mili-
tary marches, Bagua flags indicate the direction of
movement: the Qian (Heaven) flag has white on top
and black on the bottom, for Northwest; the Kun
(Earth) flag has white on top and red on the bottom,
for Southwest; the Zhen (Thunder) flag is green, for
East; the Xun (Wind) flag has green on top and red on
the bottom, for Southeast; the Kan (Water) flag is
black, for North; the Li (Fire) flag is red, for South;
the Gen (Mountain) flag has green on top and black
on the bottom, for Northeast; and the Dui (Marsh)
flag is white, for West.
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The theory of the Five Elements is an extraordinary
creation of the Chinese nation and is central to Chi-
nese philosophical thought. Traditional Chinese cul-
ture holds that the world is composed of five funda-
mental substances: wood, fire, earth,
metal, and water, which are mutual-
ly reinforcing and mutually restrain-
ing. The Five Elements correspond
to five virtues, five colors, five fla-
vors, and five organs in the human
body. For instance, while some
people dislike the color black, it
represents water, the North, salty
flavor, and the kidneys, all of which
are essential to everyone.

T

My S
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P

In ancient China, during the Zhou
Dynasty, the virtue of fire was em-
phasized, and red was the most es-
teemed color and used for banners.
After the Qin Dynasty unified the
six states, the virtue of water was
chosen, and black was revered for
the emperor’s robes and banners. In
ancient Chinese ceremonial and
military practices, five-colored flags
were widely used. The central army under the mar-
shal’s command used yellow flags, the front army
used red flags, the rear army used black flags, the left
army used green flags, and the right army used white
flags. The Yuan Dynasty, established by the Mon-
gols, also adhered to traditional Chinese culture and
named itself after the concept of “Great Origin of the
Qian” from the Book of Changes (Yijing). The royal
flags of the Yuan Dynasty included the Five Direc-
tional Deity Flags: the Eastern Deity Flag (green), the
Western Deity Flag (white), the Central Deity Flag
(yellow), the Southern Deity Flag (red), and the
Northern Deity Flag (black) (fig. 5).

4. Reverence for Mountains and Rivers

The national character of reverence for mountains and
rivers is prominently reflected in Chinese flags. In
414 BCE, the State of Zhongshan, located in present-
day Hebei Province, was established (figs. 6—7). The
national flag of Zhongshan was a mountain-shaped
banner over a meter high, symbolizing the ancient
Chinese respect for mountains and nature. During the
Song Dynasty, royal flags included the Five Mountain
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Figure 6. Mountain-shaped finials from the
tomb of King Zhongshan in Hebei Province
(“ti” is the character for “mountain”).
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Figure 7. The logo of the 2019 Hebei Provincial Capital
Shijiazhuang Tourism Conference, inspired by the
“mountain”-shaped finials.

Deity Flags: the Eastern Mountain Flag, Southern
Mountain Flag, Central Mountain Flag, Western
Mountain Flag, and Northern Mountain Flag. By the
Yuan Dynasty, this was expanded to include the
Yangtze River Deity Flag, Yellow River Deity Flag,
Huai River Deity Flag, and Jishui River Deity Flag,
representing four river deities.

5. Reverence for Auspicious Beasts and Birds

The worship of auspicious beasts and birds is part of
the Chinese national belief system. Dragons, turtles,
snakes, gilins, and phoenixes are the most typical to-
temic symbols of this worship and have been featured
on flags since the Zhou Dynasty. During the Jin Dyn-
asty, after ending the Three Kingdoms period, imperi-
al power reached its peak, and the highest-level flag
representing the emperor’s commands was the Zouyu
banner, which held special power. The appearance of
the Zouyu banner would cause both warring sides to
cease fighting and bow in reverence. By the Song
Dynasty, additional flags were introduced, including
the Elephant Flag, Immortal Deer Flag, Jade Rabbit
Flag, Golden Parrot Flag, and Celestial Horse Flag.

6. Reverence for Fierce Beasts and Birds of Prey

The earliest form of Chinese flags involved tying a
yak tail to the top of a pole. Over three thousand
years ago, such flags were used by King Wu during
his campaign against the Shang Dynasty. The Zhou
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Rituals specified that generals’ flags were embroi-
dered with images of bears and tigers. Flags with
images of fierce beasts were intended to highlight the
bravery and strength of generals. Soldiers needed to
be swift in battle, so the flagpoles of charging troops
were adorned with eagles and feathers. By the Song
Dynasty, flags featuring fierce beasts had increased to
include lion flags, white wolf flags, and leopard flags.
Genghis Khan’s banners preserved ancient character-
istics, adding a trident head to long poles and decorat-
ing them with white or black yak tails.

II. The Ritual Culture of Chinese Flags

The ritual of flags originated from warfare and later
developed into a formal military system. Over four
thousand years ago, during the battle between the
Yellow Emperor and Chiyou, each dynasty held sol-
emn flag rituals before every battle. Ming Taizu Zhu
Yuanzhang placed great importance on these flag rit-
uals, elevating them to an unparalleled height.

In 1368, Ming Taizu ordered the construction of a
flag temple behind the capital’s Grand Commander’s
Office, where the Grand Commander was responsible
for the worship of the military flag deity. In 1369,
Ming Taizu established an altar to various deities,
including Tai Sui, the Sun and Moon, the stars, wind,
clouds, thunder, lightning, and military flags. In the
spring of 1370, due to a severe drought, Ming Taizu
set up altars: five altars for the gods of wind, clouds,
thunder, and rain in the center, seven altars for the
military flag deities in the east, and six altars for the
City God in the west, personally performing the ritu-
als. In the summer of 1371, another severe drought
occurred. Ming Taizu, dressed in common clothes
and straw sandals, walked from the palace to the
Mountain and River Altar to perform the rituals. Ex-
posed to the sun during the day and sleeping on the
ground at night, he prayed for rain for three days. In
1377, he again built a new flag temple at the Moun-
tain and River Altar, dedicating seven altars to the
military flag deities, the Five Directional Flag Deities,
the Warship Deity, the Gun and Cannon Deity, the
Bow and Crossbow Deity, and the Battle Array Deity

(fig. 8).

Ming Taizu also decreed that at the end of each year,
during the annual sacrifice to the Imperial Ancestral
Temple, the military flag deity should first be
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es came to the capital to pay homage to the emperor,
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form sacrifices to the military
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flag deity outside the Chengtian
Gate. In the spring of 1375,
Ming Taizu ordered the crown
prince to lead the princes in a
ritual to the military flag deity
at the parade ground, setting up
an altar and performing the
Three Offerings Ceremony.
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Figure 8. Ming Chengzu Zhu Di’s mountain

PPV Ming Chengzu Zhu Di, who
established Beijing, followed
Ming Taizu’s regulations and
also built a Mountain and River
Altar in Beijing, which includ-

ed a flag temple.

and river altar in Beijing, with a flag temple.
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III. Chinese Flag Poetry

Poetry and song are important carriers of Chinese
culture, and flags are a significant subject in poetry
and song. The Book of Songs is the earliest collection
of Chinese poetry, including 311 poems from the ear-
ly Western Zhou Dynasty to the mid-Spring and Au-
tumn period (11th century BCE to 6th century BCE).
Many of these poems describe flags. For example,
in the poem Picking Beans from the Book of Songs,
the line “When a gentleman comes to court, his words
are judged by his flag” means that one could identify
which feudal lord was coming to pay homage to the
emperor by observing the flag flying on his carriage.
Another poem from the Book of Songs, Jianghan,
contains the line “My chariot has been deployed, my
canopy has been set up”, which describes how, during
a military campaign, the war chariot would advance
first, bearing a flag featuring an eagle design.

Praising military and battle flags has become one of
the most majestic themes in ancient Chinese poetry.
In the poem White Horse by Emperor Yang of the Sui
Dynasty, there is a reverence for the “Great Flag™:

Dust flies, war drums beat urgently, the wind stirs,
and the battle flag waves. [ dedicate my life to the
country, and with martial achievements, my name
shines. May my deeds be remembered a thousand
years later, enhancing the glory of the Great Flag.
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The battlefield was covered with rolling dust, flying
sand and rocks, and the strong wind blew the battle
flags. The soldiers who conquered Liao were brave
and invincible. Their military exploits still add luster
to the Da Chang flag even thousands of years later.

Li Bai is the flag-bearer of Tang Dynasty poetry. In
his poem Out of the Gate of Jibei, he writes:

Push out the fierce generals, and unfurl the flags as
we march into the battlefield.

The poet Sage Du Fu, while observing the grand mili-
tary review and flag display in General Yan Wu’s
camp, wrote the famous poem Raising the Flag, de-
picting the soldiers in new uniforms, galloping on
horseback, and showcasing the new flags:

At the first banquet, we reviewed the military attire,
arrayed and shining in the grand courtyard. As the
courtyard empties, six horses enter, hooves stamping,
the flags flutter.

Tang Dynasty poet Chen Yu’s March to the Frontier
portrays the poignant scene of frontier soldiers
marching with red flags:

The wind blows on the seacoast, freezing the muddy
cracks, withered leaves falling from the branches,
breaking. The sound of the flute is heard but no one
is seen, the red flag rises straight to the snow-capped
Tianshan.

Though the authenticity of the poem Final Poem at-
tributed to Li Hongzhang is still debated, the poem
reveals a deep sorrow in his final years:

The weary carriage and horse are not yet dismount-
ed, only in the face of death do I realize how hard it
is. Autumn wind and precious sword, tears of a soli-
tary minister, the setting sun and the flag of a great
general’s altar.

These lines reflect the profound melancholy of Li
Hongzhang, who was both a statesman and a military
leader, in his later years.

In Chinese folk customs and daily life, flags also pro-
vide indispensable color. For example, in his poem
Beginning of Summer, the Southern Song Dynasty
poet Lu You describes the custom of hanging red
flags to welcome summer and bid farewell to the
“Eastern Lord” who governs spring:
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Red flags at the city gates, As the Eastern Lord re-
turns in his chariot.

It is a description of the folk custom of every house-
hold in the Southern Song Dynasty putting up red
flags to welcome summer and bid farewell to the
“God of the East” who is in charge of spring, de-
scribed in Lu You’s poem Lixia.

Wine and poetry are inseparable, and in Lu You’s
surviving collection of over 9,000 poems, the intoxi-
cating atmosphere of wine is prevalent (fig. 9). In his
poem Spring Day, he writes:

The eastern wind blows the wine flag at the Song al-
ley’s entrance, even the old man cherishes the early

Spring.
In The Village Drum, he notes:

Three households with wine flags in the market,
smoke and tobacco spread for ten miles.

And in Mountain Journey:

An old man of seventy, what
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more could he ask? Still relies
on mountain walks to dispel his
worries. Wine flags drip with
rain at the village square, tea
stoves smoke in the autumn of
the wild temple.

Today, we can see from these
poems the prosperity of South-
ern Song commerce, the afflu-
ence of its people, and the
widespread use of wine flags.

Figure 9. A wine flag.
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IV. Flags in Drama

Flags are widely used in Chinese operas and plays,
especially in ancient operas that depict military
themes where flags are prominently displayed. On
the evening of August 16, ICV 30 participants
watched excerpts of the plays Hu San Niang and
Wangjiangting performed by the National Peking
Opera Troupe of China, showcasing flags in different
scenes.

The military flag of Hu Sanniang appears in the
Peking Opera Hu’s Villa (Hu Sanniang’s Villa),
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representing his armed forces and combat effective-
ness (fig. 10).

Buddhist pennants hang in the Buddhist temple in the
matchmaking scene of the Peking Opera’s
Wangjiangting (The River Watching Pavilion) (fig.
11).

The command flag in the Peking Opera Yangmen
Nvjiang (The Women Generals of the Yang Family)
signifies the emperor’s order to lead the national army
(fig. 12).

The image of ancient war generals in dramas is an
important theme of Chinese New Year woodblock
prints. The general has a flag behind him to indicate
his identity (fig. 13).
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Figure 13. The general in this woodcut
has a "command flag" behind him.
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Conclusion

The protocol surrounding Chinese flags has been
established and refined over more than three thousand
years, starting in the Zhou Dynasty with the Rites of
Zhou, the world’s first specific flag regulations, with
significant advancements made during the Ming Dyn-
asty under Ming Taizu.

Ming Taizu formalized the structure of military units
by calling them “flags”, with 50 people forming a
“General Flag” and 10 forming a “Small Flag”. He
also established the world’s earliest flag bearer unit,
the “Flag Bearer Guard”. In the Qing Dynasty, the
Eight Banners system was developed based on this
foundation.

Chinese flag culture has had a profound influence on
global flag traditions. Today, we can see that themes
such as the sun, moon, stars, flying dragons, eagles,
lions, tigers, and the Eight Trigrams continue to be
eternal motifs in the national flags and emblems of
various countries around the world.

X, / ZHAO Xinfeng 355



% 30 BEMREIRFEARSFEAIRE - PEILE > 2024 £ 8 H

RTHESE

XX

RZNT 30K AT B AT > 36 ATHIE
K2 E AP TNEESE S — (R - T EE
BEREIRA C AER RIS ~ M F RS ~ HiX
Fioz ~ ILRARSTHT % - EEFRTTHE
FEEE  2EERIHHET ORI RGN E T
% 2EANETZERE - BRUAEILES
x> ERAEBAR N T E HER & 58]
EEFMWMBE  FH30mEILE IR AS A
=EERMBK  ESAEICV2S B 0L FKH

Wb o FEPEEREAERTE - BILERES
AT FIHE A -

About the Author

ZHAO Xinfeng

Zhao Xinfeng is a flag-raiser for the new 30-meter
flagpole in Tiananmen Square; the first captain of the
national flag guard unit of the Chinese national flag
guard team with 36 people; founder of the Chinese
national flag website; expert on flag-raising for the
Beijing Olympics, Nanjing Youth Olympic Games,
Wuhan Military Sports Festival, and Beijing Winter
Olympics; chief instructor for national school flag-
raisers; chief judge for national university flag-raising
exchange activities; expert on the revision of the na-
tional flag and national emblem laws for the National
People’s Congress Legal Affairs Commission; execu-
tive director and secretary general of the Activity
Committee for the national flag and emblem
knowledge “China Tour”; and director and secretary
General of the Organizing Committee for the 30th
International Congress of Vexillology in Beijing. He
has delivered papers at ICV 25 through ICV 30. He
has published three monographs on national flags in
China and is the drafter of the flag-raising manual for
the medal ceremonies of the Beijing Olympics.

356 rhAEREINSCEARVALRFIA B / The Origin and Development of China’s Flag Culture





