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Zhao Feng 

The Five Colours in Polychrome Silks with Cloud Pattern from Han Dynasty to 
Wei Period 

Based on the analysis of all available specimens of polychrome 
silks with cloud pattern from the Han dynasty to the Wei 
period (actually, from the l* to the 4'h century AD), an interest­
ing phenomenon was found. Almost every piece of silk was 
composed of five colours, namely dark blue, green, yellow, red 
and white. This also applied to polychrome silks with 1:2, 1:3 
and 1:4 warp-faced compound structure. In addition, Han dy­
nasty documents contain references to wushe j in (silks with 
five colours) and wushe yunjin (silks with cloud pattern in five 
colours). This suggests that the five colours on polychrome 
silks have a special relationship to the wuxing (five materials, 
which are metal, wood, water, fire and earth) and wufang (five 
directions or locations, which are east, west, south, north 

and the centre) in Chinese philosophy because each direction 
and each kind of material is also associated with a special 
colour. 

One important example which strongly supports this hypoth­
esis is a polychrome silk recently discovered in Xinjiang. It 
bears an inscription of Chinese characters, wuxing chu dong-
fang li zhongguo zhu nanqiang (it is favouable time for the cen­
tral country to conquer the southern Qiang tribe when the five 
planets appear together in the east). This piece consists of warps 
with five different colours, each symbolising one of the wuxing 
(five planets): j in (Venus), mu (Jupiter), shui (Mercury), huo 
(Mars), and tu (Saturn), which have the same names as the wux­
ing (five materials) in Chinese. See colour plate XII. 
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