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Sym·bol – noun.  something that stands for or suggests something else by reason of relationship, 
association, convention, or accidental resemblance. 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/symbol 
 

Symbol Search 
Symbols are considered some of the earliest forms of communication.  Over time, words replaced the 
symbols reducing the usage of symbols.  However, in Chinese culture symbols evolved into the 
characters becoming the foundation for their written language.  Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism, 
China’s three religions, also influenced symbolism along with power and status, wars, folklore and 
economics.  Symbols were used to decorate many of the wares, but were not simply adornment, they had 
great meaning. 
 
Find the following symbols.  You are going to learn more about symbols in Chinese Art.  Locate 
the following symbols in the Porcelain Gallery.  When done, create your own porcelain object. 
 
 
Three Friends of Winter            

Symbolizes strength and endurance.  Why would someone have this object in their 
home?  The three friends are pine, prunus and bamboo that represent the bravery, 
integrity and rebirth.   
 

 
     Phoenix                 

Symbolizes the sun, good luck, abundance, and longevity.  It also symbolizes 
human qualities such as virtue, duty, correct behavior, humanity, and reliability.   
Can you think of someone to who you would give this object?  The phoenix 
is to the empress as the dragon is to the emperor. 

 
 
Clouds              

Symbolize celestial realm, happiness, and good fortune.  When clouds 
are shown in the five colors, it is said they are to represent the five 
blessings.  The five colors are red, yellow, green, blue, and purple.  
Can you find another object with the five colors?  

 
 
   Elephant            

Symbolizes strength and astuteness.  Since the elephant has the fortune of long 
life span, it also represents a triumph over death.  Why do you think the artisan 
placed the elephant where he did on the vase? 

Porcelain  
Workshop 
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Rose                
Symbolizes enduring youth.  It is also the flower of everlasting 
springtime.  What does the rose symbolize in Western culture? 
 

 
  
   Five Bats with shou           

Together they symbolize the five blessings of Chinese life – old age, wealth, 
health, virtue, and a natural death.  Bats symbolize happiness and shou 
symbolizes longevity.  For what do you think this object was used in during 
the Qing Dynasty?  

 
 
 
Find your favorite porcelain object.  Describe it taking note of its shape, color and any 
symbols.  Then design your own porcelain object.  In what shape would you make it?  What would you 
want it to represent and therefore what symbols would you use?  How would you glaze it?  To whom 
would you give it? 
 
Describe: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Design: 
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Find the Vase with the twelve Zodiac Animals on its body.  
The Chinese believe that the animal ruling the year in which a person is born 
has great influences on his or her personality.  This animal “hides in your 
heart.”  To discover your animal, find and circle the year you were born from 
this list.  Do your characteristics match the ones listed for your animal?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Monkey 1932 • 1944 • 1956 
1968 • 1980 • 1992 • 2004 

Intelligent, organized,  
& enthusiastic  

Rooster 1933 • 1945 • 1957  
1969 • 1981 • 1993 • 2005 

Careful, independent, 
& hard-working 

Dog 1934 • 1946 • 1958 
1970 • 1982 • 1994 • 2006 

Honest, loyal,  
& generous 

Boar 1935 • 1947 • 1959 
1971 • 1983 • 1995 • 2007 

Generous, helpful, 
& noble 

Ox 1925 • 1937 • 1949     
1961 • 1973 • 1985 • 1997 

Bright, patient,  
& hard-working 

Rabbit 1927 • 1939 • 1951  
1963 • 1975 • 1987 • 1999 

Caring, talented,  
& graceful 

Dragon 1928 • 1940 • 1952 
1964 • 1976 • 1988 • 2000 

Energetic, healthy,  
& powerful 

Snake 1929 • 1941 • 1953 
1965 • 1977 • 1989 • 2001 

Wise, calm, & elegant 

Horse 1930 • 1942 • 1954 
1966•1978•1990•2002 

Attractive, independent,  
& stylish 

Sheep 1931 • 1943 • 1955 
1967 • 1979 • 1991 • 2003 

Gentle, artistic,  
& creative 

Rat  1924 • 1936 • 1948   
1960 • 1972 • 1984 • 1996  

Honest, ambitious,  
& clever 

Tiger  1926 • 1938 • 1950   
1962 • 1974 • 1986 • 1998 
Courageous, powerful, 

& adventuresome 
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Gallery Highlights – From the Museum to the Classroom 
  Look for the following objects and review the related activities to use in the classroom 
 
Fine Arts 
 

Birthday Cup Design.  Find the image of the Birthday cup and talk about it’s 
meaning with your students.  It features numerous bats representing happiness 
and the cup’s over all meaning has a wish for happiness.  Using the Glossary, 
students should create a Birthday cup and talk about its meaning.  Then they 
should design a cup using western images, possibly matching the same 
sentiment of their eastern version of their birthday cup. 

  
 
Language Arts 
 

Creative Writing.  Find the Medals of the Last Emperor.  Puyi became an emperor at the age of 3.  
Have your students imagine that they have just been made emperor.  What would they do first?  What 
country would they be emperor of?  Would they know what to do? 

 
 
Mathematics 
 

Production Line Problems.  Look for the Imperial yellow vase.  Rather than one 
artisan working on a vase, it would go through a production line.  If an imperfect vase 
was found it would be smashed.  Create story problems such as the emperor needs 
50 vases and ten workers can create five vases in two hours, then how long will it 
take to fill the order for the emperor?  

 
 
Science 

 

History of HVAC.  Find the Ice chest.  This was filled with ice and placed on 
a desk near a window so the air would be cooled.  Larger versions made of 
wood was used to cool the entire room.  Create an experiment around that 
and see how many degrees a room may be cooled using this method.  Try it 
with different variables such as more ice, less ice, wood container or ceramic 
container. 

 
 
 
Social Studies 

Emperors, A Biography.  Talk about the various emperors during the Qing Dynasty.  Students may 
select on emperor to study and create a report documenting the successes and challenges during their 
reign.  Take note of which objects in the Qing Court exhibition were created during their emperor’s 
reign.   

 
 
 
 
  


