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8] & Introduction

By a graver or a pair of scissors, a piece
of ordinary paper can turn to an artifact
with various and colorful patterns and
designs. This is a very popular fork art
in Chinese called paper cutting.

The history of paper cutting can
date back to thousands of years ago. It
is one of the ancient folk arts created
and nurtured by Chinese people, and
has become a significant part of Chinese
folk culture. Although it is not exclusive
to China, like the custom of “cutting
mascot” in Japan, the silhouette
performances in the street of Britain
and Germany, even the Danish famous
writer, Hans Andersen, also left many
paper cutting works, yet, because of its
distinguished national style, pristine
local flavor and profound connotation,

Chinese paper cutting as an image
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carrier of Chinese folk art outshines
others throughout the world.

By presenting its origin, artistic
forms, relationship with folk customs
and its applied usages in many areas,
this book introduces Chinese paper
cutting from several perspectives to give
the readers a preliminary knowledge of

Chinese folk arts and customs.
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The Origin of Paper Cutting
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Like other folk arts, the thorough and systematic transcripts about
the origin and development of Chinese paper cutting are really rare.
Just a few words of records can be found in some reading notes

about ancient folk custom and social life.
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> Carving Gold Foil As
Sheng; Cutting Colorful
Silk As Human Figures

Paper cutting, just as its name implies, is
made of paper. In that way, were there
any similar artistic forms before the paper
invented?

In 1955, a gold foil of Shang
Dynasty, between 16th and 11th
century Before Christ, was unearthed in
Zhengzhou of Henan Province, which
might had been embedded in some
vessels. The foil was hollowed out with
Kui-phoenix (Kui, one-legged monster
in ancient fable) pattern. It is not only
evidence that people once made gold
into artifact in ancient China but also the

origin of paper cutting.
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Pattern of Gold Tracing Double-Phoenix
Ornament Piece (Wei, Jin, Southern and
Northern Dynasties, 220-581)
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An ornament piece of a silver case
was excavated in Huixian of Henan
Province, which is in arc shape and
technically possesses the same making-
method and artistic style with the later

paper cutting.
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Accessory with Two Twisted Dancing

Figures in Openwork (Western Han
Dynasty, 206 B.C.-25A.D.)
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The Jin State Shoes

It is said that 2,500 years ago, in the Spring and Autumn Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.), the princes
vied for supremacy, the Jin State ruled the roost and annexed others. The king, Jin Xiangong, in
order to flaunt his great achievement, ordered nationwide skillful craftsmen to make him a ten-
fruit pattern of gold foil, representing all the ten tributaries right before his wedding. He let the
queen Jiangshi sew the gold foil pattern to her wedding shoes with silk thread. With the shoes
on, the queen appeared extremely glittery and elegant. Afterwards, the fruit pattern embroidered
shoes became one of the necessities when people marring their daughters. They embroidered ten-
fruit pattern on red shoes with golden silk thread, also called “ten-fruit shoes” , “golden fruits
shoes” and “Jin state shoes” as it was passed down from the palace of Jin State. The ten-fruit
pattern includes pomegranate, peach, fingered citron, Chinese date, longan, persimmon, grape,
ginkgo, litchi, muskmelon, etc. It varies according to the variety of the areas. Among the people,
the pomegranate represents having many offspring; the fingered citron represents good fortune
and longevity by its pronunciation; the persimmon means everything coming off satisfactorily;
the grape represents tight connection; the Chinese date and longan represents having a son as
soon as possible; the ginkgo represents growing old together.
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Embroidered Shoes Patterns of
Qing Dynasty (1644-1911)
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Embroidered Shoes Pattern
The pattern includes grasshopper, radish and flowers.
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Embroidered Shoes Pattern of “A Letter From Afar” (Qing Dynasty, 1644-1911)

Every year, the wild goose migrates southwards, flying thousands of miles to hibernate. People hope the
goose can become messengers to deliver letters to their families.
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Filling-In Lacquerware

The filiing-in lacquerware has a wide extent, which
covers all the wares with their paintcoat carved
out patterns and then inlaid with gold, silver and
mother-of-pearl, or covered with thick paint to make

the ground rugged and then inlaid with paint and
get burnished.

In the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220
A.D.), the handicraft of “gold-silver
Ping Tuo” appeared to decorate the
lacquerware or the bronze mirror, which
is carving the gold foil and silver foil into
hollowed out patterns, and sticking them
to the surface of vessels’ plain body,
through painting and polishing, the gold
and silver patterns finally inlaying into
the paintcoat. This decoration craft makes
the ware more exquisite and luxury, with
complicated patterns including figures,

birds, beasts and flowers, etc.

c MEBBROESER (2K

Patterns of Silver Ping Tuo (Five
Dynasties and Ten States, 907-960)
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Gold Lacquerware

The craftsmen apply the rough paint on the ware, called "hitting the gold base", and then stick
the gold foil to it when the paint is in propitiate humidity, finally cover the ware with a layer of
plain paint to make it glossy and gorgeous.
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Inlaying Gold Box

The craft of inlaying gold is same with the Ping Tuo, first, carving out slender patterns on the
ware's red or black paintcoat, then sticking gold foil or silver foil to it to highlight the design.
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Not until the Tang Dynasty
(618-907), a custom called “carving
gold foil as Sheng” started to prevail,
which is carving the gold foil into several
patterns and giving out as a gift on
the “Man-day” . The ancient people
made the seventh day of the first month
of lunar calendar as “Man-day” , also
called “Man-time” as the festival of
human being. It was a grand ceremony
for people to greet the spring at that
time. When the day is coming, everyone
would cut colorful silk and wear Sheng to
celebrate, as well as climbing mountains
and holding banquets to pray for the
happiness in the coming New Year. Zong
Lin of the Liang Dynasty (502-557) in
the Southern Dynasty (420-589) once
wrote in his Jing Chu Sui Shi Ji (a book
described ancient festivals and folk
customs): “the seventh day of the first
month of lunar calendar is the ‘Man-day’,
making seven vegetables as thick soup,
cutting colorful silk as human figures,
or carving gold foil as human figures,
sticking them to the screen, or also
wearing them in the hair...and making
flower Sheng to give out as presents.”
On this day, people cut all kinds of Sheng
to give each other as gifts, or wear the

Sheng at temples, or hang on the flowers



and trees, or stick to the indoor
screens. As to “cutting colorful
silk as human figures™ , it indicates
the custom of cutting the silk fabric
into human figures. The one tied to
the human body is called “Man
Sheng™ | the one tied to the flowers
is called “Flower Sheng” , the one
with square shapes is called “Square
Sheng” . The famous poet of Tang
Dynasty, Du Fu, wrote in the poem
Man-day: “Today people getting
together to celebrate, chattering
and laughing. the cypress leaves in
frout of the cup do not go with the
wine, the gold flower of Sheng can
resist the freezing cold in winter.”

In addition, except for the cutting
colorful silk as human figures on the
Man-day, there is another custom
of “cutting spring butterfly, spring
money, spring Sheng for play” (from
Duan Chengshi, The Book You
Yang Za Zu, Tang Dynasty). Also
Zong Lin recorded in his Jing Chu
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Paper-Cut of Spring Greeting
From the gold-silver Ping Tuo to carving gold foil as Sheng, the emergence of the originally interconnected
paper cutting is well-reasoned. Because the gold, silver and silk only could be used by the supremacy and

ruling class, after the invention of paper, the common people could also use them to celebrate. To say the
least, the popularity form of carving gold foil is the paper cutting.
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Sui Shi Ji: “On the Beginning of Spring,
everyone will cut colorful silk as swallows
to wear and stick the two characters of “Yi
Chun’ .” On this day, people would cut
the silk fabric into spring flags. along with
the spring Sheng, colorful swallows, spring
butterflies, spring money as the festival
presents, which would be worn in the hair
or hung on the branches to greet the spring's

coming and the refreshing new year.
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Flower Dian

Flower Dian is an ancient frontlet decorated in between women’ s eyebrows. They cut the

hard paper sheet or gold foil into patterns, use the glue made from the bark of elm trees to stick
them on the forehead. They can be removed easily while being spread by hot water, which are

beautiful and convenient.
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