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7.5 |Preface

Chinese acrobatics is an ancient performing
art, which can trace its history back to the
primitive society three or four thousand
years ago. With the advance of history the
performing venue of Chinese acrobatics had
altered from the folk neighborhood to the
imperial courtyard and then back to the folk
community, during which the acrobatics

absorbed the essences of music, dancing,
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sports and drama and continuously blended
itself with acrobatics from different nations
and countries, with enriched performing
forms and tenacious vitality. Especially
since the establishment of China in 1949,
based on the research on the classic
programs, Chinese acrobatics has been
developed to a brand new level either in the
technique or the aesthetic value. It appeared
on the international stage with her modern
look.

This book introduces the origin and
development of ancient Chinese acrobatics
and the achievement attained in different
historical periods and exhibits several
classic programs of Chinese modern
acrobatics which represent the highest level.
The readers can be hoped to have a general
idea on Chinese acrobatics and feel the
profoundness of Chinese traditional culture

through the breathtaking performance.
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Origin and Development of Chinese
Acrobatics
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Acrobatics is an ancient performing art in China, featuring with
transcendent skills. Its origin closely related to the production
practice. It was born in the process for the human beings to get

used to the nature.
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> Origin of Chinese
Acrobatics

In the primitive society, in order to
survive the natural environment, people
obtain the necessities through fishing,
hunting and fruit gathering, in which
they had to rush, climb, roll, bear load,
jump and dodge, as well as wield sticks
or throw stones. Then, the skills required
by acrobatics were gradually developed
and matured. The experienced hunter

became the one who mastered the basic

o BH (HAHREL)
Bone Flute (Neolithic Age, approx. 8000-9000 years ago)
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skills of acrobatics in early times. As
to the oral stunts, it is a performance to
imitate various sounds by vocal sound,
which could date back to the primitive
time when people tried to lure the prey to
the trap by imitating the chirp of birds or
the cry of animals, and to drive away the
wild beast by intimidating roars.

Except for arousing human’s
potential power, acrobatics also require
the ability of playing all kinds of objects,
which was developed from people’s
mastery of the primitive tools and
utensils, such as the meteor hammer,
which originated from the hunting tool

called meteor chain made of stone.
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Polished Stone Implement: Stone Ball (Late
Neolithic Age)

According to the research, the earliest
acrobatics program was boomerang
which was a cross-shaped hunting
weapon made from hardwood. Once it
was thrown by the hunter, the boomerang
could fly out in rotating track to hit
the birds and animals. In the repetitive
throws, people found such cross-shaped
hunting tool can travel backwards in the
influence of wind. So they developed it
into a performance program in the grand
events. Nowadays, on the annual Nadam
Fair, there still holds the competition of
boomerang.

About 10,000 years ago, the
primitive agriculture and animal
husbandry were developed. The people
living in the Central Plains started to
settle down. They began to feed the
livestock in pens instead of hunting them.
Gradually, animals were domesticated for
entertainment. The first tamed animal was
horse. Later, others joined in, including
tiger, elephant, deer and snake.

Besides, in the stage of clan

commune, wars broke out frequently,
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which promoted the development of
weapons, as well as the martial skill.
There are many acrobatic programs
required the skill of playing weapons,
such as sword dance, dagger flying, etc.
Various primitive sacrificial
ceremonies also promoted the formation
of acrobatics. In the deity entertainment
activities, people usually disguised
themselves into animals and spirits in the
performance named Nuo. Later, more and
more recreational functions were added
into this activity. So stilt walk, steel
fork play and other kinds of acrobatic
programs originated from Nuo dance at

that time.
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Nuo Dance Mask of Ethnic Minorities
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Animal Dance

As early as the primitive times, it appeared the dancing and singing performance for
exhibiting the scenarios of people’s production activities in the clan society. According to
Chapter of Shun, from Book of History, it says that: “In the reign of Shun, before or after
the hunting activities, people would perform animal dance by covering various kinds of
animal hides, beating stones and dancing together to pray for the fortune or show their
gratitude and joy for the harvest. The animal dance was not only the representation of
primitive people’s hunting or production activities, but also already the bud of acrobatic
performance.”
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> Early Chinese Acrobatic
Acts

In the Spring and Autumn Period (770
B.C.-476 B.C.) and Warring States
Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.), in order
to seize the political supremacy, the
vassal states started to recruit talents,

including the intelligent counselors and
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Dake Ding (Western Zhou Dynasty, 1046
B.C.-771B.C.)

The bronze cauldron was the most important
ritual implement in the Shang Dynasty and Zhou
Dynasty, which represented the identity and
power. The ancient people upheld the strength
and valiancy. From the Warring States Period to
the Han Dynasty, people applied cauldron carrying
as the weight-lifting practice. Later, it also became
an acrobatic program. This huge Dake Cauldron
was built in the late Western Zhou Dynasty, with a
height of 93.1cm and a weight of 201.5kg, with a
sense of solemnity.
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skillful warriors, who served the high
level officials with their talents and could
assist their masters in critical moment.
All the followers excelled in a specific
profession. Then, there appeared many
strong men who had special skills or
great strength. They laid the technical
foundation for the birth of acrobatic arts.

In the legends of Xia Dynasty
(approx. 2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.), Shang
Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.) and Zhou
Dynasty (1046 B.C.-221 B.C.), there
were many stories about the men with
unusual strength, such as the last king
of the Xia Dynasty, Xia Jie who could
bend the iron bar and fight with bears and
tigers with bare hand, and the last king
of the Shang Dynasty, King Zhou who
could drag nine oxen and lift the cross
beam and replace the column with bare
hand.

In the Spring and Autumn Period
(770 B.C.-476 B.C.), Shu Lianghe, father
of Confucius, was an extremely strong
man. According to the The Commentary
of Zuo, in an attack to the Biyang City
launched by State Lu, the defenders lifted
the gate and tried to lure Lu’s army into
the city. While half troop entered the
city, the gate suddenly dropped, which

was about to cut the Lu’s army in half.
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Portrait of Confucius, by Qiu Ying (Ming
Dynasty, 1368-1644)

At this moment, Shu Lianghe lifted the
heavy gate and let the trapped soldiers
come out. And Confucius also had great
strength. According to the record, he
could not only chase down the galloping
rabbit, but also lift the giant gate bolt for
the castle.

There are records referring to the
strength skills of bolt lifting (Qiaoguan)
and cauldron carrying (Kangding). The
bolt lifting is to hold one end of the gate
bolt with one hand and lift the four or
five Zhang (a unit of length, 3 and 1/3
meters) wooden bolt up, which requires
great strength. Cauldron carrying is to
lift the heavy bronze cauldron over the
head. State Qin once recruited many a
strong man who was able to carry the
cauldron weighed thousands of Jin (unit
of weight, 500 g). Several of them even

were appointed to the position of general
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Rubbing of the Stone Carving of “Chiyou”
(Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.-220 A.D.)
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or the governor of the Hanzhong County.
King Wu of State Qin was also a strong
man. He was aggressive and emulative.
In the march towards the east, he saw
many giant cauldrons in the Ancestral
Temple of Zhou Family, and challenged
to another man to carry the cauldron. As
a result, due to lack of strength, King
Wu's knee pan was broken by the falling
cauldron. And he bled to death.

From the Spring and Autumn
Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.) and Warring
States Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.) to
the period of Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-
206 B.C.) and Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-
220 A.D.), a competitive performance
prevailed in the courtyard, called Jiaodi
(ancient wrestling) or Chiyou opera,
which originated from the battle between
the tribe ruled by Yellow Emperor in the
Yellow River basin and the southern tribe
ruled by Chiyou in the ancient times.
According to the legend, Chiyou had
81 brothers who had copper head and
iron forehead and grew horns on their
head. They fought cruelly in the battle.
In order to expand the territory, they
launched several battles towards the tribe
ruled by Yellow Emperor. Later, Yellow
Emperor united many other tribes and

successfully won the final war and killed



