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Preface

It has been a great pleasure for me to be able to
share these folk songs and paper-cuts of northern
Shaanxi Province — an old and mysterious place where
these two kinds of arts have been handed down from
ancient times. Like a blast of northwest wind, folk
songs that originated on the loess plateau have spread

over the whole of China and now the world. And what

could be more appropfiate to illustrate these songs than |

the traditional folk art of Northern Shaanxi paper-cuts
that also have evoked such tremendous admiration
among people worldwide who have seen them?

We have made every effort to present the lyrics and
melodies of the folk songs according to the traditional
style people have sung them, and to present the
papercuts according to the original designs as executed
by the artists who cut them. By being true to the origi-
nal in both cases, we hope we have been able to share
with readers something of the rich spiritual world of
the local people and their colorful life on the loess pla-
teau in a way that has been enjoyable as well as
informative.
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Folksongs and Papercuts

of Northern Shaanxi

The folksongs and papercuts of the loess plateau in

northern Shaanxi Province in Western China have evoked
tremendous admiration in people who have heard them
and seen them. These two popular folk arts are living
manifestations of ancient dreams as well as real happen-
ings in one of the oldest areas of China — one of the cradles
of ancient Chinese civilization. In recent years, a new
generation of northern Shaanxi master paper cutters is
turning to local folksongs for papercuts themes. In this
book, we present some of the best examples of these
papercuts in their original design, each accompanied by
a selection from the folksong that inspired it, along with
the tune. This is followed by the complete lyrics of the
folksongs in translation and in the original according to
the way they are sung by local people.

Papercuts, folksongs and dance of the harvest are the
most popular forms of traditional entertainment in the
countryside in northern Shaanxi. Of these, papercuts and
folksongs are like inseparable twins. It is common in
northern Shaanxi to hear people sing folksongs as they
apply their scissors to papercuts. Many papercuts in this
collection were produced in this way. Closely related to
the local people’s everyday life, folksongs and papercuts
often appear together at celebrations like festivals and

other ceremonial occasions.
Folksongs

Folksongs of northern Shaanxi have been passed down

By Hei Jianguo

and sung by people through hundreds of years in an area
where, for historical reasons along with its special geo-
graphical location, many kinds of cultures have collided
and mixed to create a rich cultural legacy. Over 100 na-
tionalities such as Huaxia, Rongdi, Xiongnu, Xianbei,
Qiang and Dangxiang have made their home here in the
high mountains and deep valleys of the loess plateau. an
80,000 sq km area covered with thick yellow soil and
sand. It is here that the ancestor of the Chinese people,
Emperor Huangdi and his tribe lived. According to his-
torical documentation, Emperor Huangdi was buried on
the Qiaoshan Mountain in north Huangling County in
Shaanxi. Northern Shaanxi became a strategic position
where the Han people resisted the southward invasion of
outside peoples, which resulted in wars and turmoil. At
the same time, it has been a central f)lace for thé exchange
and mixing of the Han people and the northern minority
peoples.

Singing has helped entertain, inform and generally raise
the spirits of people for untold generations in northern
Shaanxi, an area that includes the cities of Yan’an and
Yulin and their 25 districts and counties in northern
Shaanxi Province. The loess plateau on the north bor-
ders the Mu Us Desert where dunes alternate with
grassland; on the south, the plateau includes plains, moun-
tains and valleys. Relics have been discovered in north-
ern Shaanxi from the Stone Age; the Yangshao Culture,
a prototypical Chinese culture of the Neolithic period:
and the Qijia Culture, a culture of the Chalcothic period
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at the time of the disintegration of primitive society —
establishing this land as one of the cradles of human
civilization. Ancient sites and tombs scattered over north-
ern Shaanxi include a wide distribution of grottoes from
the Northern Wei (386-534), Tang (618-907), Song (960-
1279), Yuan (1271-1368) and Ming (1368-1644)
dynasties. The many stone tools discovered in Yulin,
Shenmu, Zichang, Yanchuan and other places in north-
ern Shaanxi reveal the prevalence of fishing and hunting
in the Neolithic Age when there was a warm climate,
plenty of water and flourishing subtropical plants. People
lived mainly on gathering and hunting.

By the early 20th century, folksongs were flourishing
at a time when people lived an extremely hard life in
northern Shaanxi. They inhabited cave dwellings exca-
vated in the mountains along river courses and lived on
subsistence farming. [Today, 90 percent of the residences
in Yan'an still are cave dwellings, the largest number of
such dwellings in China. For a description of their de-
sign see Traditional Chinese Residences in the “Culture
of China™ book series fror the Foreign Languages Press. ]
Year in year out, men cultivated land, herded sheep and
cattle or went to work in the west regions, including In-
ner Mongolia and Ningxia Province, to eke out a living.
Women spent their lives in the cave dwellings, taking
care of their husbands and bringing up children. In this
environment, men couldn’t help singing out what they
heard, saw and thought; women chanted their joys and
sorrows as they sat sewing under dim oil lamps.

An important contribution to the vitality of northern
Shaanxi folksongs is that their lyrics and melodies are
all improvised, their composers and singers all local

people. The songs tell stories of an inner world and real

life in simple spoken language. with sincere and heart-
felt emotions and lively rhythms that entertain both the
singers and listeners. In the folksong, Going to Work in
the West Land, a porter from Shaanxi asks: “In this cold
day when the east-to-west wind blows, where can I find
a warm home to spend the night?” The wife left at home
sings in Husband Missing: ‘1 don’t care to go to bed when
all I see is a pillow where once a person lay.” In Herding
the Flock, a young man sings out in a joyful voice: “We
are separated by the mountain and valley. We cannot
speak to each other, yet we can wave at each other.” An
old man working nearby overhears and sings with gusto:
“The young are attracted to the young:; as for long-bearded
old men, no way.”

In general, Chinese folksongs are laden with emotion
as the singer tells a story based on every day life. And
among all Chinese folksongs, those of Northern Shaanxi
are held in particularly high esteem: They are among the
most important in China, according to Folksongs, the
textbook of the China Central Music Institute in Beijing.
The folksongs of northern Shaanxi are admired for their
style, melody and tune and because the songs are still
popular among local people.

Rich in tone and with free rhythm, wide range and
lively melody — Northern Shaanxi folksongs are divided
mainly into two types. One expresses a single emotion,
for instance, A Girl in Love Cries Alone. The other tells a
story with a complete plot, for instance, Sanshilipu
Village, which uses the form of a couplet, with the first
line creating a specific atmosphere which the second line
explicates, thus creating a meaning and emotion similar
to that of ancient Chinese poems. The lyrics of this kind

of folksongs are usually composed of lines with seven



Chinese characters — but lines with eight, nine or even
10 characters also are common because in the local dia-
lect people tend to double some words.

The themes in Northern Shaanxi folksongs cover a

wide range of subjects including social inequality and -

the cruelty of war, but many of the best-known folksongs
are love songs. These songs tell of aspirations for a happy
life, resistance to arranged marriages, and despair at
separation. They include heartbreaking stories of tragic
fate as love is pursued in the face of great danger: “With
mutton in hand and cakes under my arm, I run to my
lover’s house at the risk of losing my life.” Some love
songs express feeling in a straightforward way, such as:
“In your home, the lamp can light only half the house,
and there is so little rice that it can be measured by wine
cups. Still, I love you no matter what.”Some use
metaphor, for example: “*Although it is of no significant
height, the glossy ganoderma [a kind of bracket fungi]
by the Yellow River grows healthy and strong.” Some
express deep resentment about arranged marriages: *“Your
parents love nothing but money. They marry you into a
wealthy family as if they were selling a donkey.” Others
express women'’s point of view in the struggle against
forced marriages and the authority of the husband. The
love songs in northern Shaanxi are simple and natural

with distinct themes, including many about lovesickness

after a lover’s departure and happiness when the couple
gets together again. These songs fully manifest the local
people’s yearning and pursuit of the true, the good and
the beautiful nature of love.

Folksongs of northern Shaanxi describe other aspects
of life in a wide range of subjects with rich content. Es-
pecially after 1935, when the Workers’ and Peasants™

Red Army led by Mao Zedong arrived in northern Shaanxi
in the Long March, the mood of the folksongs changed
greatly to include revolutionary themes that celebrated
the cause of national liberation. These folksongs are full
of revolutionary spirit, as in: “Red flags flutter in the sky,
and we follow the Communist Party in the revolutionary
cause.”And: “Like thunder and lightening in the sky, the
red flag fires people with faith and hope.”

Northern Shaanxi folksongs carry the “'scent of the yel-
low-soiled land™ in a way that ean arouse sympathy deep
inside our hearts. In modern life, all people have a long-
ing to return to nature. When people in China listen to
the folksongs of northern Shaanxi, their train of thought
flies to northern Shaanxi, where they stand on the loess
plateau under the blue sky and white clouds, see the fa-
miliar mountains, valleys and cave dwellings, and the
honest, cordial and respectable local people, and smell
the scent of red lilies--- The scenes described in the
folksongs provide emotional sustenance for modern
people. ; s

Originally, the folksongs of northern Shaanxi belonged
exclusively to the local people. During the development
of folksongs over the last half-century, however, the songs
have spread beyond regional limitsin China to the whole
country where they are appreciated as much as pop mu-
sic and classical music in a populace more and more aware
of their value. In nearly all countries, time-honored
folksongs from every important historical period are held
in esteem by the people to whom they have been passed
down through time and space. Although the original
events sung about are long gone, folksongs retain an ar-
tistic charm that continues to touch those who hear them.

{
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Papercuts

Papercuts, one of the most popular folk art forms in
China, have been created throughout the ages by skilled
hands using different styles and life experiences to ex-
press similar subjects and themes in various ways. Some
of the works are vigorous and unsophisticated. some are
free and exquisite, some clear and simple, and some
complex. Papercuts, like folksongs, not only express
things in everyday life, but also the life experiences of
their creators. They are imbued with an intrinsic spiri-
tual quality of human creativity in a distinctive Chinese
artistic style.

Papercuts were first mentioned in Records of the His-
torian written in the Han Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220) by
Sima Qian, which relates how Ji Song, Emperor
Chengwang of the Zhou Dynasty, cut a leaf of a phoenix
tree into the shape of a tapering tablet and gave it to his
younger brother Ji Yu as asymbol of the title conferred
on him of Duke of TzuTg. This historical event took place
as early as over 3,000 ye;zirs ago. A folk rhyme still heard
in northern China reflects the fact that as early as the
Han Dynasty, people were taking scissors to paper to
make ornaments: “As the imperial concubine of the Han
Dynasty played with her baby by the window, she cut
phoenix tree leaves into beautiful shapes.”

The earliest extant papercuts works in China are five
papercuts of the Southern and Northern Dynasties (420-
-589) unearthed in the ancient city of Gaochang in Turpan
in Xinjiang in the far northwest of China in 1959, They
have different patterns of round flowers, representing a
pair of deer, a pair of monkeys, an octagon, chrysanthe-
mums and honey suckle.

An indication that by the Tang Dynasty (618-907)
papercuts had gradually developed into a relatively in-
dependent art form comes in their mention by the poet
Du Fu who wrote: “Hot water is for washing my feet.
and papercuts are for refreshing my soul.” In the Song
Dynasty (960-1279). people cut dark green paper or silk
into small flags with patterns. By the Ming (1368-1644)
and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties, papercuts were widely
used as symbols of happiness and good luck. Papercuts
were not only pasted on a window or lamp, but were
attached as decoration to pillars, shoes and dressing tables.

Historically, papercuts have been divided into two
styles, southern and northern. The southern style is
represented by works produced in Yangzhou, Jiangsu
Province and Leqing, Zhejiang Province, which are char-
acterized by their beautiful shapes and witty themes. Ar-
eas in the north of China where papercuts are popular
include northern Shaanxi Province, and Yuxian and
Fengning counties in Hebei Province. But the papercuts
of northern Shaanxi are the most famous, characterized
by their bold and vigorous style and lively appearance,
with no particular conformity in pattern. Li Shangyin. a
famous poet in the Tang Dynasty, wrote: “The craft of

-gold jewelry began in the south, while papercuts are a

custom originating in the north.”

A center for papercuts can be found in Yanchuan
County (part of Yan'an) in northern Shaanxi. one of the
birthplaces of the Yellow River civilization where bronze
wares and relics of the Paleolithic and Neolithic periods
have been unearthed. Villages of the Yangshao culture
and Longshan culture dating back 6.000 years ago have
been found here, and it is in this ancient environment
that papercuts came to flourish. The importance today of



Yanchuan County to the art of papercuts is confirmed by
its hosting the annual meeting on non-material cultural
heritage of the China Folk Papercut Research Society in
February 2002.

Northern Shaanxi papercuts are made with scissors
only. And with scissors as the only tool applied to plain
paper, the results are both simple and evocative. lrhages
seen today feature domestic animals, auspicious wishes,
fertility symbols, local customs and folk tales. Earlier
popular themes included prayers for a good harvest and
affluent life with images of animals, other living things,
legendary characters like Emperor Huangdi, myths and
historical events such as the Cowherd and the Weaving
Girl’s meeting on the Magpie Bridge and stories about
the 24 filial sons. Traditional papercuts from northern
Shaanxi might feature a child with hair in two buns, fish
playing among lotus flowers, a pair of bowls one upside
down on top of the other, tigers, lions, Chinese unicorns,
the jade rabbit, pomegranates and peonies.

Northern Shaanxi papercuts originally were made as
window decorations, mostly by women. Today — par-
ticularly after the 1980s — papercuts have evolved into
an art form with various decorative uses and themes. Their
main function still is decoration, which may be explained
in part by the fact that so many paper cutters still are

women. But men also enjoy making papercuts, and the

master artisans of the form include both men and women.
By the early 1990s, the older generation of master paper
cutters in the countryside in northern Shaanxi had gradu-
ally passed away, leaving a more educated new genera-
tion to take its place. These folk artists have brought
renewed vigor to papercuts in a way that should have

lasting influence. Their work includes in recent years a

large number of papercuts using subjects from northern
Shaanxi folksongs.

Gao Fenglian, a UNESCO * master of the Chinese folk
art of papercuts,” is the most prominent among the many
paper cutters in Yanchuan. During her lifelong commit-

" ment to her art, Gao Fenglian has accumulated a deep

understanding of the folk customs and culture of north-
ern Shaanxi. Whenever she cuts out-the figure of a hu-
man or an animal, she gives elaberate attention to their
heads in decorative detail full of cultural connotation. A
sense of endless growth in nature, and the pursuit of life
are fully expressed by her creative art: One human fig-
ure or flower can be embodied in another, and flowers
are used both as decorations or cut into other flowers.
She never draws a sketch before making a papercut. Ev-
ery piece of her work is cut as a whole without stopping,
which demonstrates her mastery of the art. In a style she
created by combining Chinese philosophy and totem’
culture, Gao Fenglian works in her papercuts within tra-
ditional form whether the theme is a traditional or an
contemporary one. For example, her work based on the
folksong Holding Hands represents the traditional male
and female, yang and yin, in a modern way. In this
papercut, a young man and a young woman hold hands
and whisper about finding a secluded place to kiss. Sur-
rounding the couple are birds that no longer sing in the
trees but listen quietly.

Another artist admired for her skill is Gao Fenglian’s
30-year-old daughter, Liu Jiegiong. Liu Jiegiong began
to make papercuts relatively late since she didn’t like
papercuts as a child. With more life experience and un-
der her mother’s influence, Liu Jiegiong took up the art
and in Qniy four or five years’ time has established her

i
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own reputation. Currently, she is studying the folksongs
of northern Shaanxi and combining their contents in skill-
ful papercuts that contain new approaches and rich
interpretations. Examples are Liu Jiegiong’s papercuts
of the folksongs Going to Work in the West Land and Lan
Huahua.

Guo Rulin, a young man who lives in rural Yanchuan
by the Yellow River, brings a highly intelligent mind to
his brisk and dynamic papercuts. Influenced by modern
painting, the papercul§ of Guo Rulin mirror the realities
of modern life but within inherited traditions. As they
take shape under his scissors, Guo’s bold papercuts ex-
press a vigorous strength, full of spirit. His renditions of
people in particular reveal the influence of earlier master
artisans. A Horse Running High is a representative work
from his folksong series, with a design that is simple and
concise. The lyrics of this song are: A horse running
high along the top of a wall still thinks it isn’t high enough:
Face-to-face we sleep, and still I miss you.” Guo Rulin’s
portrait of the coup'l'e in bed expresses his creative
ingenuity: The man and women are covered by a quilt

with patterns that correspond to their lower bodies. On
the woman’s side is a lotus flower with a bird resting on
it; on the man’s side is a lively fish. This is particularly
brilliant in that it provides a metaphor for “fish playing
with the lotus,” a traditional Chinese phrase for
reproduction.

Folksongs and papercuts of northern Shaanxi are as
inseparable from each other as they are inseparable from
the life of the people they represent. These two tradi-
tional arts are treasures not only of the local culture, but
also of the surrounding regions. We sincerely hope that
our approach in this book of combining papercuts with
the folksongs that inspired them will help readers appre-
ciate the authentic folk traditions of Shaanxi in a way
that reflects the rich spiritual world of the local people
and their life on the loess plateau.

Yanchuan, Northern Shaanxi
December, 2002

* Born in 1953 in northern Shaanxi, Hei Jianguo, a member of the Chinese Photographers’ Association, works at the Cultural Center of

Yanchuan County, Shaanxi Province. His photographs have been pub‘lished in over 100 newspapers and magazines, and his publications

include books such as Papercuts of Yanchuan in Shaanxi, A View of Northern Shaanxi, and A Collection of Papercut Works of Western

China by Gao Fenglian.
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