
Symbolism within the traditional Chinese wedding ceremony

Bridal Sedan Chair - The chair-like sedan, decorated with coloured silk was one of 
the main vehicles in ancient China, used mainly by the rich.  However, even for the 
poor, for weddings, a red sedan chair was used to take the bride to the groom’s 
house.  The tradition of the bridal sedan chair started in Qing Dynasty, after the 
famous emperor Qianlong lent his own showy sedan to a village woman on her wedding 
day, who he happened to come across when travelling in disguise.

The Fire Basin - This symbolises burning the bad 
luck and stepping over it means leaving the bad 
luck behind before the bride joins her new family. The bride should step over a 
fire basin on foot or in her bridal sedan.   More importantly, the fire in the 
basin is used to pray for the new couple that their life would be as prosperous 
as the burning fire.

The Arrows - The groom should shoot three 
arrows toward the direction of the sky and 
ground, symbolizing heaven and earth or the 

universe.  In some ethnic groups, a story was believed to be the source of this 
tradition: a husband, in order to protect his wife, shot three arrows to kill a monster 
and gave up his own life.  From then on, grooms shoot three arrows to honour this 
great husband on weddings, also to imply that their own brides would always have 
brave husbands to protect them from evil.  Nowadays, shooting the arrows mainly 

means praying for good luck in marriage and symbolises the 
union of the two.

The Red Silk Ribbon with a knot in the shape of a flower tied on it - The bride and 
the groom each hold an end of a red silk ribbon on wedding days.  It symbolisees the red 
thread used by the old man under the moon, a mythical character in charge of marriage in 
Chinese Folklore.  He would link a man and a woman with his red thread in their childhood 
meaning they were made for each other and deestined to fall in love and get married in 
the future.

The Saddle and the Apple - This tradition relates to two 
puns.  The first Chinese character in the word apple 

(ping’guo), is pronounced ‘pinn’, which is the same as another Chinese character ‘ping’ 
used in composing the word ‘Ping’an’, meaning ‘safety’.  The second Chinese character 
in the word ‘saddle’ (ma’an) is pronounced ‘an’, which is the same as the second 
character in the word ‘safety’.  To step over the saddle and the apple, therefore, 
means to be safe and sound in the married life.  In addition, by taking the saddle 
away afterwards, reminds people of the Chinese saying that a good woman will never 
stand by a second husband, just like a good horse will not put up with a second saddle!

Chinese Bridal Veil  (and the arm of the steelyard used to lift it up) - In 
ancient China, gaitou was just a method to keep warm; it later turned into an 
accessory for maids serving the emperor’s palace.  Starting from the Yuan 
dynasty, brides cover their entire heads by a piece of red kerchief, gaitou, as 
the bridal veil, to prevent them from being seen by others on the wedding day, 
including the groom.  This bridal veil is only to be lifted up by the groom on the 
wedding night, for most of them in old China, it would be the first time they 
see each other.  The reason why the arm of the steelyard is used to lift the 



bridal veil, is that the Chinese character for this device also has the meaning of ‘satisfied’ and thus, by using this 
device, the groom expresses that he would be, or hoped to be, completely satisfied by 
the look of the bride.

Bows to Heaven and Earth - The three bows to heaven and earth is the most 
important part in traditional Chinese weddings.  In Chinese, saying two persons have 
already ‘bowed to heaven and earth’ is equal to that they are married.  The first bow is 
to pray to heaven and earth, the second to honour the new couple’s parents, and the 
third to show respect to each other.

Presenting Tea to the Parents - After the bows, the bride and groom are now one family. The bride then 
presents a tea and proposes a tea toast or just calls out 
‘mother’ (mama) and ‘father’ (ba ba) to the groom’s parents, and the 

groom does the same to the bride’s to express their 
gratitude, and celebrate the harmony of the two 
families becoming one.

Burning the joss/incense stick - In ancient China, people burn joss sticks and 
candles to honour their ancestors.  If there is no one to offer these things to 
the ancestors, it means that the family line is not continued.  An extinguished 
joss sstick means no offspring, and is considered unfilial in China.  The mother of 
the groom gives a burning joss stick to the bride on the wedding day, meaning 
that the task of continuing the family line is now hers.

The Wedlock Wine (‘hejin) - The first Chinese character - ‘he’ - means union; 
the second one - ‘jin’ - and is a container made from half a bottle gourd fruit in 
ancient times.  In a wedding ceremony, the gourd is split into two halves, which are 
still connected at the part of the stem.  The groom and bride each drink rice wine 
from one half, then the other, symbolizing their union.  The gourd itself normally 
tastes bitter.  The rice wine, however, is sweet, so the deeper meaning of drinking 
the ‘hejin’ wine is to imply that the wedded couple is to stick together through 
thick and thin, and to take part in each other’s joys and sorrows.

Traditional Chinese Wedding Food - Almost all of the traditional Chinese wedding 
foods gets selected because of the homophone of the pronunciation of the food or 
the multiple meaning of the Chinese character in its name.  In many weddings you will 
see dates (zao), peanuts (huasheng), longsans 
(guiyuan), and lotus seeds (lianzi).  This is 
because by sorting out and re-combining 
certain characters in the names of these 
foods, you get a Chinese idiom ‘zao sheng gui 
zi’ - meaning to give birth to a precious child 
soon.  Each of the names of the foods have 
different meanings related to a wedding or 

marriage.  For example ‘peanut’ can mean to have both sons and daughters.


