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Heritage of Shangdang Duijin
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History of Duijin in China

Duijin(or Duijuan) in China has a long history. Juan is a kind of thin and tough silk or silk product
made of raw silk. Some Chinese paintings or calligraphy are painted or written on it , often with Chinese
characters, mountains and rivers, flowers and birds and human figures in it. Duijuan is a special handcraft
which is coated with silk, stuffed with cotton, with flowers, birds or human figures in relief and then
pasted on the screen.

As early as 1500 years ago, it took shape in Hubei and Hunan Province where people cut colorful
satins into the shape of flowers or birds and then wore them on the head or pasted on the screen. In Sui
Dynasty(518-618) and Tang Dynasty(618-907), such kind of silk product were seen in the court.

The flags of Tang Dynasty found in Mogao Grottoes of Dunhuang can be regarded as one of the
expressive types in the evolution of Duijin. It was well-known for its choice material, gorgeous colors,
complicated design and exquisite craftsmanship, thus it was passed down till now. Padding, paste and
embroidery are major techniques used in making the canopy, flag poles, flags used in Buddhist monas-
teries today. The canopy is used for sheltering, put above the Buddha to prevent the dust from falling on
the Buddha. Flag poles have gems on the top of it, decorated with silk in a tube-shape, which represents
that Buddha, together with its living beings, subdues demons. Flags of different geometric shapes made
of silk with embroidery, Buddhism scriptures and pictures are used togethef for Buddhism activities or
making offerings to Buddha, or decorating Buddha statues. They are of practical value though, they
cannot be placed on a par with the art of Duijin.

In the art of Lamaism, there is a kind of artifacts named appliqué embroidery. It is one of the three
treasures(appliqué embroidery, murals and colored butter sculpture) of Ta’ersi (known as Kumbum
Monastery in Tibetan)in Qinghai. Ta’ersi was built in 1529, and it was said that the appliqué embroidery
was created here and it developed from the embroidery on flag poles and screens. It is made in the
following process: first, draw an outline of objects, choose different silk, satin or cotton, and cut into
different shapes; second, fix the cutouts on the cloth, stuff wool or cotton of different thickness accord-
ing to the theme; third, sew with threads of similar colors to the cloth, draw eyebrows, eyes, nose, ears
and mouth and some other places with paints. In this way, it will produce a three-dimensional effect with
different gradations. It looks natural, plump with saturated, pure and bright color. Because it is decorated

with brocade, satin, silk, and gold, it is very attractive owing to its dazzling colors.
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However, appliqué embroidery is not fit for grand scenes with many figures and complicated
background. Usually it takes Buddhist figures such as Sakyamuni, Tsongkhapa, Buddha, Tara, Shatki;
Patriarch, Arya,and mascots as its main theme. It emphasizes the postures of figures, set off by some
scenes so as to reach the effect of elegance and vividness, with main figures standing out. In The Assem-
bly Hall of Ta’ersi, some big appliqué embroidery products are hanged in rows, as wide as 30 meters, a
splendid scene. The pictures of 16 Aryas displaying their magic are delicately made, each taking a differ-
ent posture. Some practice meditation with their eyes closed; some sit with hands on knees; some hold
implements for Buddhist services. In appearance, they look like Indian people, each sitting on a different
animal, true to life. In this monastery, there is also another kind of artifact called Duirie. It appears like
relief, made of many layers of cloth, being flat and regular shaped, which displays fine craftsmanship. It
is made in the following steps: first, draw a picture on a piece of cloth, then divide the picture into
different parts, choose materials of different colors, cut them in parts, integrate together, iron it, draw an
outline of a face and eyes. mouth, ears, at last sew the four lines with dark blue or red silk, put on the base
or hanging scrolls. It is the same as Thangka.

In Beijing, there is another kind of appliqué embroider, named Duiling, which originated from Duijuan
in Tang Dynasty. Now the most valuable Duiling artifact is the picture of Green Tara housed in Yonghe
Lamasery because part of it was embroidered by Emperor Qianlong’s mother who offered sacrifice by
herself as well. It is made with choice material and fine craftsmanship, pasted with thousands pieces of
cloth of various sizes, a rare treasure of this kind. But it did not show the effect of relief, very much alike
that in Ta’ersi. After Emperor Yongzheng came to throne, in 1723, he decided to list Yonghe Lamasery,
once his palace when he was a prince, as one of the important sites of Buddhist activities. In 1744,
Emperor Qianlong ordered to have the monastery rebuilt as Lamaism monastery. Actually, it is the
center of imperial Lamaism activities.

In 1990s, Beijing Drawnwork Institute took three years to resume the art of Duiling and successfully
reduplicated Scenes on the Riverside at Qingming on the screen. Their product “Rainbow bridge” (a
scene in it) was collected by Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations forever. Silk,
brocade, a special colorful cloth (fengweisha in Chinese, literally it means phoenix-tailed cloth because
its beautiful color is similar to the tail of phoenix ) and cotton are used in Duiling. The cloth is made of
cotton yarn dyed with color-gradation technique. Its gradation of colors are very attractive. Duiling is
popular among the public due to its simple crafts and instant effect.

In different branches of appliqué embroidery in China, Shangdang Duijin with a history of more
than 1,300 years, enjoyed the reputation of “Three-dimensional Chinese painting” for its special origin
and unique artistic style. In the long process of development, the craftsmen in Shangdang enriched the
art after many years’ relentless efforts with their wisdom. It is not exaggerated to say that, compared with
the above mentioned arts of appliqué embroidery, Duijin is more complicated in terms of its crafts, more
delicate in productive skills, and standing out in terms of its relief effect. It is more colorful and more
expressive in producing the image of Buddha, human figures, birds, flowers, etc. In one word, it has

longer history, stronger effect and is more attractive.



