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FOREWORD

Guo Wanxiang, born in Cangzhou, Hebei Province, is currently working with
Shandong Institute of Business and Technology. As a child, Guo took to fine arts,
especially their folk styles, and became a good hand at papercutting. Begun in 1992,
an art teacher training program in the Central Academy of Fine Arts brought him into
a new world of art where he realized that, in an era of changes, traditional folk arts
were gradually disappearing. As a result, he suspended his own career as an artist
and devoted over a decade to the collection and preservation of folk arts. Jiaodong
papercuts were among the first to come into his horizon.

People in Jiaodong refer to papercuts as “flowers”, the making of which
involves the processes of cutting, engraving and coloring. Laiyang County Chronicle,
compiled during the reign of Emperor Wanli (1573—1619) of the Ming Dynasty,
records the then New Year celebration of “pasting papercuts onto lanterns and
colored paper onto door lintels”. It’s been a century-old tradition for households to
adorn their windows with papercuts and their door frames with couplets on New
Year’s Day or other festivals. On wedding occasions, papercuts were pasted onto
windows, walls and ceilings to create a colorful world of flowers. In the rural areas,
the dexterity of a young female was usually judged according to how deft she was at
papercutting. That is why education on needlework and papercutting usually began
as early as when a girl was seven or eight. In Laizhou, Laiyang, Changdao and other
areas of Jiaodong, there was once a festival for girls to meet in a canopy on the
seventh day of the seventh lunar month to exhibit their cutouts. This tradition has,
over the past centuries, produced an enormous number of skilled folk artists. Among
them, Ju Kaisui from Fengcheng, Haiyang County, was assigned at the end of the
Qing Dynasty to make birthday tributes for Empress Dowager Cixi and both of her
papercuts were chosen: Where the Phoenix Alights and The Goddess of Longevity
Brings Birthday Gift.

Jiaodong papercutting features a rich variety of forms and styles, with colored

window flowers and hanging curtains being the most spectacular. First, a basic



design is sketched out and cut on white paper before details, such as the eyes, brows,
and clothing of figures, are brushed onto the base. When the ink dries, colors are
applied onto the paper according to types of details. The finished work harmoniously
combines the distinctive qualities of both papercutting and painting, with a clear-
cut outline, a well-balanced composition, rich details, as well as bright and matching
colors. Glued onto the window, it presents a fine and glamorous work of art under
the sun. From the deft hands of these female artists, we see a delicate mastery of
brushwork in creating varied profiles of looks, clothing and ornaments of figures,
feathers of birds and animals, as well as clouds and flowers. Such a detail sketching
process, instead of being confined to a specific model, is limited only by the
imagination of the artists on the basic pattern. Therefore, each outstanding Jiaodong
colored window flower is an original work of artistic creation.

Needless to say, not all Jiaodong girls make good colored papercutters, for even
when a basic design can be sketched out or cut freehand from a ready pattern, it takes
a master to brush out the details. Paper cutting and coloring is a complicate and time
consuming process and few of the rural women can afford the time and mind for such
skills away from their busy farm work and household chores. I still remember how
as a child my mother emerged as the only skilled hand at cutting colored window
flowers in a village with more than 200 households and how proud I was to see the
colorful decorations on the windows of my home in sharp contrast to others’ single-
colored and plain cutouts. During a visit back to my native home on one Spring
Festival in early 1980s, I was told that a sister in the village was also good at colored
papercutting. I paid her a special visit, only to find that the pasted flowers were much
coarse. How I regret that I haven’t kept my mother’s works and that I will never again
be able to see those colorful window flowers.

When Guo kept showing me the Jiaodong papercuts he had collected, I came to
appreciate the passion of Jiaodong artists expressed through the colors in papercuts

and to feel the familiar warmth of my mother’s love. I even began to admire his
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efforts and commitment towards the preservation of traditional folk culture. When |
learned his collection had reached more than tens of thousand pieces, my appreciation
gave way to suggestion that he make a study and write a book.

Frankly speaking, the enthusiasm for folk culture has over these years been
in the ascendant and it’s fairly easy for Guo to publish his collection. But, instead
of encouraging him to do so, I kept telling him not to be satisfied with what he had
already laid hands on. I asked him to wait and urged him to conduct more field
trips, taking down such details as the themes and places of decoration of papercuts,
to interview the artists and their related contacts, and to note down all background
information about folk customs. Based on this, I expected him to write an academic
paper on the subject before getting the book published. He did as told and came up
with several edited interviews (which I think are far from being enough, thorough
or profound) and an introductory text. But I wanted more, for what I desired would
add greater academic value to his collection. In an era when folk customs are losing
ground, with those who really know them aging away, time lost will never come back
again.

We don’t know how much national science fund has gone to programs aimed
at “preserving heritages”. But who would care about counting how many traditional
folk cultural relics have entered the list of national collection?

Private as it is, Guo’s collection has helped preserve some solid facts of
Jiaodong papercutting. With a meager salary, Guo has a family to support. Only a
strong cultural consciousness, rather than pure “hobby” or “interest”, could have
enabled him to go so far. A painter tends to rely more on perception than reason. Guo
has done his utmost in this present research.

I look forward to seeing more similar efforts, which, I am sure, will help

broaden the minds of more artists or draw the attention of more researchers.
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