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Preface

Chinese lanterns are used as lighting fixtures
and seasonal decorations for the Chinese
traditional holidays and festivals, or in the
celebrations of weddings and birthdays.
Also known as “flower lanterns™ or “lighting
balloons”, Chinese lanterns stand out as a
unique art form combining the functional

with the aesthetic, providing beautification
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for building structures and also evoking a
lively and festive mood. From ancient times
when fire was made from frictions of wood
pieces to the emergence of exquisite lamps
and colorful lanterns, the Chinese people
created these illuminating works of art with
a perfect integration of fire and light.

This book begins with Chinese ancient
lamps, explains the origin and development
of lanterns, and introduces in detail some of
the most unique styles, various local features
and connections between the Chinese
lanterns and other Chinese traditional folk
art forms such as paper-cutting, painting
and calligraphy. The book will lead readers

on an exploration of the Chinese lanterns’

delightful characteristics.
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It is a Chinese tradition to display lanterns in celebration of the
Yuanxiao Festival (Lantern Festival) on the 15th of the 1st lunar
month every year. As early as in the Han Dynasty, cities and towns
all over China were decorated with illuminating lanterns during

holidays and festivals.
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> Ancient Lamps of China

Before the discovery of fire, people in
the primitive society lived on raw meat
from hunting. Over a million years ago,
humans for the first time could obtain
fire by rubbing wood sticks and later
retain the wood-burning fire for heating,
lighting and cooking.

Archaeological discoveries have
shown evidence of hearths about 4,000
years ago in the Neolithic Era. In ancient
China, people obtained fire from frictions
of wood pieces, sunlight and flint.
The historical records of the Western
Zhoul‘ Dynasty (1046 B.C. -771 B.C.)
documented how an imperial official
responsible for fire control used a special
apparatus to make fire from the sunlight.
In the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.- 220
A.D.), it was very common for people
to carry a convex bronze mirror to get

concentrated sunlight to ignite fire on
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woods. The use of flint began in the Wei
and Jin dynasties (220-420). When struck

against steel, a flint edge would produce

sparks on tinder made from a mixture of
mugwort, cotton and paper in saltpeter
water, a method proven to obtain fire
easily. In the late Qing Dynasty (1644-
1911) matches were imported to China
from the West. The Chinese called them
“foreign fire” (Yang Huo). Matches and
lighters are commonly used in people’s

daily life today.
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Bronze Mirror of Double Phoenixes, Bronze Mirror with Hornless Dragon
Double Lions and Flower-bird Designs Patterns (Western Han Dynasty)

(Tang Dynasty)

o PHEE (FE)
Convex Bronze Mirror (Tang Dynasty)
\
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Pottery Dou-shaped Lamp with Yellow
Glaze (Han Dynasty)

The first torch in the human history
might be considered “the first lamp”
of mankind. But a torch could not be
called a lamp. Tang Dynasty (618-
907) scholar Kong Yingda explained
that the mentioning of “a lamp without
a base” in the historical records of the
Western Han Dynasty actually referred
to a torch because ancient people didn’t
have lamps, so they called torches lamps.
Fire was a predecessor of lamps, which
emerged as a result of people’s desire to
keep the fire on for a longer period. The
very first and the most popular lamp in
China was the Dou-shaped oil lamp in
the Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221
B.C.). A Dou was a small flat disk for
food in ancient China, which gradually
transformed into a lamp with a wick
placed in the animal fat used as the fuel
source.

The earliest Romantic poet in China
Qu Yuan (approx. 340 B.C. -approx. 278
B.C.) mentioned in his work Verses of
Chu that animal fat mixed with fragrance
had been used as the fuel source for
lamps. According to legends, the Chinese
master carpenter Lu Ban once made
palace lanterns when he was building
the imperial palace. During the reign

of Emperor Wen of Han, the Yuanxiao
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Bronze Dou-shaped Lamp with a Bird-
shaped Handle (Han Dynasty)

Festival gradually became a tradition.
On the day of the festival colorful
lanterns and streamers were hung up
everywhere. Subsequently the lantern-
making techniques from the imperial
palace began to spread to common folks,
who then created a variety of lantern
styles. The most common type of lanterns
in the Chinese traditional festivals today
consists of a bamboo armature covered
by colored paper or silk with a fuel cell
inside.

Up to the Three Kingdoms Period
(220-228) only a small number of
wealthy families could afford oil lamps
due to the high cost of animal fats. In

the Wei {md Jin dynasties wax was
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discovered and used to make candles. In
the Tang Dynasty, people began to make
candles out of beeswax and called them
“honey candles”. Candles became very
popular because they were easier to carry
and much cleaner. Later people also used
plant and insect waxes as fuel sources for
lighting.

In the ancient agricultural society
without lamps people woke up at sunrise
and went to bed at sunset. The popular
use of oil lamps and candles generated a
rich variety of lamps made from different
types of materials such as pottery,
bronze and porcelain. Gradually lamps
developed from practical lighting fixtures
into decorative lanterns for holidays and
celebrations. Lanterns finally caught

people’s attention.
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Celadon Glaze Porcelain Candle Holder with
Lotus-shaped Base (Southern Dynasty)
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Bronze Figure Holding a Dou-shaped Oil Lamp (Warring States Period)
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Changxin Palace Lamp (Western
Han Dynasty)

The gilded bronze lamp was placed
in Empress Dou's Changxin Palace.
Therefore, it was named after the
palace. It was cleverly designed to
allow adjustments in the directness and
brightness of the light. The entire piece
is a maid-servant holding the lamp with
both hands. There are six components
including the head, the right arm, the
body, the shade, the lamp plate and the
lamp holder. It seems that she uses one
arm to block the wind and the other arm
serves as a tube to trap the lampblack
in the bottom plate.
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Bronze Ox-shaped Lamp with Cloud
Patterns (Eastern Han Dynasty)
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Hibiscus Tree-shaped Bronze Lamp
(Western Han Dynasty)

Ancient Chinese lamps consist of lamps without
stands and with long or short stands. This lamp
is a long stand lamp
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Stamps of Folk Lanterns

> Origin and Development

of Lanterns

Folk lanterns originally evolved from
palace lanterns, which emerged from
the lantern display in the Han imperial
palace during the Yuanxiao Festival.
These colorful and joyful lanterns added
a jubilant mood to the festival. Later
this kind of lantern celebrations spread
to common people’s homes. Today
displaying and enjoying lanterns every
year on the Yuanxiao Festival is an
important Chinese tradition to celebrate
holidays and festivals.

The 15th day of the first lunar month
is known as the Yuanxiao Festival,
the Lantern Festival or the Shangyuan
(upper lord) Festival. The Yuanxiao
Festival was derived from the word Yuan
meaning the first lunar month and the
word Xiao\meaning “night” in ancient

Chinese. The 15th of the first lunar



