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Tong Shu: The Fusion of Astronomy and Society

in Late Imperial China

Yi-long Huang { &¥— R )
Institute of History
Tsing Hua University (Hsinchu, Taiwan)

ABSTRACT

During the Qing dynasty, the selection of auspicious time for daily
activities was quite common, but official calendars were madequate to be
used for such practices by the populace. As a result, a type of almanac
(tongshu) was privately compiled which included not only a calendar but
also auspicious explanations of all kinds causing 1t to practically become a
household encyclopedia. To date, most studies on tongshu remain intro-

ductory in nature. However, this article attempts to analyze the develop-
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ment of tongshu over its several-hundred-year history and to understand
the role tongshu played in the daily life in China by examining their con-
tents and distribution method. Many tongshu editors pretended that their
almanacs corresponded with oificially recognized astronomy. In addition,

i

they claimed that their calendars were based on the “new western

methods” employed by the Astronomical Bureau and on the auspicious
explanations in the Qin-ding xie-ji bian-fang shu {(SEHIHSHE) (The
imperial treatise of time and direction selection). However, due to the
popularity tongshu gained, some official Qing calendars in turn partially
assimilated their contents and forms. Such an assimilation reflects the in-

teractive relationship between traditional astronomy and society in China.



