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Stellar Worship and the Genesis of Saviour Star

Concept in Ancient China
Wang Zijin

Abstract: Stars, widely worshipped among Chinese people of ancient times, is considered closely related
to harvest, war and peace, or life and death, and therefore occupies a vital position in celestial hierarchy.
Traces of astrology’s role in ancient people’s decision-making on daily life could be found in Ri Shu,
“The Day Book", a popular divination book in pre-Qin, Qin and Han period. In a Qin-period copy of Ri
Shu excavated from Yun Meng Shuihudi, there is a chapter named Star, which helps the readers predict
fortune by observing the stars and identify the extremely fortunate or ominous situation. Due to prevalent
belief of the time in interactions between heaven and man, the stars’ names are sometimes correspondent
to people of different social status. For example, in the astrologists’ chapter of Shiji, some stars are
claimed to symbolize emperors, and some others belong respectively to three excellencies (sangong,
three top officials in Han dynasty’s political system, i.e. Premier, Grand Commandant, and Grandee
Secretary), concubines, feudal vassals, brigade generals, etc. It should be noted that some stars like Niu
Lang (cow herder) or Zhi Nv (weaver) are named after working people. It is in this close correspondence
between stars and worldly affairs that the personified stars emerged in Qin and Han period. The lexis Jiu
Xing (saviour star) has to do with catastrophes in turbulent times, in which people expect helplessly for
salvation. The word saviour in “saviour star” embodies the special social ideals in days of turmoil. From
its genesis in Yuan and Ming dynasties to its prevalent appearance in the folk literatures of Ming and Qing
period, the admiration of saviour star, as a cultural phenomenon, reflects the social psyche of the time. A
study on this cultural and social phenomenon could uncover the deep influence of ancient theory about

interactions between heaven and man as well as the historical roots of ancient folk superstitions.
Keywords: star; star sacrifice; astrology; astrology chapter of Ri Shu; Bright Star; saviour star
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