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Little Opera Figures on the
Clay Board (Scm high)
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Silkworm Cat (11cm high)




Preface

The Clay
Huishan, Simple and Fine Art

Figurines of

with Local Flavour

On the vast of Tai Lake and at the foot of the lofty Dragon Mountain is
situated a clay figurine producer which has a history of hundreds of years , from
generation to generation and has remained prosperous in the trade. In this area
every family is good at clay-moulding and colour-drawing.

The Clay Figurines of Huishan started in the Ming Dynasty and prosperd
in the Qing Dynasty. It is said that it has a history of over four hundred years.
In his “The Foolish Old Man Valley”, Volume 7 of Record of Tao An’s Dreams,
Zhang Dai (1597 1679), a prose writer in the Ming Dynasty recorded the facts
of clay figurines on sale in the superior -hops. When Emperor Qian Long
(1736 1795) of the Qing Dynasty made an ins[)e(-tion tour in south China, he
ordered Wang Chunlin, a famous skilled craf&§man to mould several plates of
clay children, which were highly appreciated by the emperor (see Unofficial Re-
cords). Thus it can be seen that clay figurines of Huishan in the Ming Dynasty
and the Qing Dynasty enjoyed great reputation for their masterly craftsmanship.

1t 15 said that in the period of full bloom of the clay figurines of Huishan,
there were dozens of workshops on different scales. Every year in autumn, over
two thousand people by about seven hundred boats came to Huishan one after
another from northern Jiangsu to purchase the clay ﬁgﬁrines. They brought agri-
cultural products such as rice, beans, peanuts and cotton in exchange for the
figurines and then shipped them along the Grand Canal to all parts of China
for sale and returned home until the spring ploughing started next year. What s
more, the top-grade clay figurines were brought to distant places as a kind of gift
by silk, rice and wheat flour traders coming to Wuxi from a parts of China. The
clay figurines of Huishan, hence, were transported and sold to the vast urban
and rural areas south and north of Jiangsu and to Hangzhou, Jicxing, Huzhou
of Zhejiang Province, and Shandong area as well.

The manufacture of the clay figurines of Huishan can be basicly divided
mto two types: One is called “rough product”, which are clay toys made by

mould. The other is called “fine products”, or called “Kneaded Opera Figures”,
for they are entirely hand-kneaded and they have drawn their materials from tra-
ditional operas. These are two witerly different in style and the former is un-
doubtedly main produce of the clay figurines of Huishan, which maintains closer
links with people’s life and spreads farther and wider in our country.

The rough clay figurines mainly are chubby children and animals. They are
made in a simple way, a full and round shape. “Da A Fu” ( Big plumpy happy
boy ) can stand for this kind of work. It is said that it was created according to a
folktale sprending from mouth to mouth in Wuxi area. The folktale goes like that
in_ancient times on the mountain there was a couple of huge beasts with human
body, called “Sand Children”. They had so great strength that when all the beasts
and snakes saw their smiling, they immediately bowed their heads and threw
themselves into Sand Children’s arms to be swallowed up by them. From then on,
people on and at the foot of the mountain could live and work in peace and con-
tentment. It is also said that “Da A Fu” was created for the purpose of cher-
ishing the memory of the merits of “Sand Children”. From the artistic form of an
extant “Da A Fu” produced in Wuxi, it is the earliest one found at present. It
truly reflects an outstanding image of a chubby child. This clay figurines is said
to be Wuxi Research Institute of clay figurines. This clay figurines is beautifully
shaped.: a plump face, a straight nose, a square mouth with a rhombus hair knot,
siting cross-legged, smiling. “Da A Fu” carried a black lion in his arms. He
looked elegant but full of power and grandeur, dignified but a bit naive. The
lion is the king of beasts; that the “Child” could carry him in arms steadily shows
the manner of a conqueror. He is telling the people that only by conquering evils
can people be blessed. The “Child” wears a dress of Five Happiness, symbolizing
that he has already enjoyed happiness. That’s why “happiness™ is regarded as the
theme of “Da A Fu” from both its content and form.

The mould-making of “Da A Fu” is perfectly round and full, by omitting it



for limbs. This kind of round wnd simple mould-making has laid a good founda-
tion of the style of the clay figurines of Huishan. About the technique of colour
painting, the colour painted on “Da A Fu” is strong and splendid, bold and
rough but not chobby. The effect of strong and splendid colours painting results
from the contrasty use of primary colours of red, yellow, black and green, elc.
What's more, on primary colours, the same colours are painted again and some-
times some golden and silver lines are drawn. This technique has made the clay
figurines of Huishan form its peculiar style and it also reflects s close rela-
tionship with the traditional technique of colour pamting.

Of all the clay figurines of Huishan many themes are animals, among
which the majority are “Flowery Cat” and “Spring Buffalo”. As the rats were ex-
tremely harmful to silkworm during the season of raising silkworms, clay cals
were called “Silkworm Cat” which were bought by farmers to ensure the yearly
silkworm-raising. From the artistic view “Silkworm Cal” is a kind of featured
“Clay Toy”. His whole body is painted golden yellow, embellished with fine hairs
by a few touching and its long moustache and big eyes make a deep impression
on the people that is a “Cat King”, keeping a walchful eye on mice. The “Clay
Spring Buffalo™ is one of the products in great demand in the New Year days.
The body of “Clay Spring Buffalo” is drawn with black and yellow colowrs. It is
said that whether it was a year of good or poor harvest could be judged from the
colours of “Clay Spring Buffalo”. Such proverbs are also spreading far and
wide in the rural areas as, “Don’t be worried about the result of farming, if you
just touch the head of “Clay Spring Buffalo™; and “touch s feet your farming
will be done well”. Although these are only some clay toys, on whom how much
good hope were laid on!

The clay “Kneaded Opera Figures” are among the important products of the
clay figurines of Huishan. On one hand, its emergence had close relations with
the spread of traditional operas. With the performance of Kunqu opera and
Anhui opera in Wuxi city, handicraftmen began to make intimate friends with
the actors and actresses. On the other hand, its development was also inspired by
Spring Festivel pictures. At that time a great number of Spring Festivel pictures

of Taohuawu in Suzhou and Yangliuging in Tianjin were drawn on the basis of

traditional operas, which naturally exerted much inspiration and influence on
the 70ul(1ing of the clay “Kneaded Opera Figures™.

The content of the clay “Kneaded Opera Figures” consists of three aspects:
the theme of traditional opera as its maincontent, the images of townpeople’s life
and fairy tales, folklore as well as some birds and beasts symbolizing auspicious-
ness, among which the clay figures of Kunqu opera and Beyjing opera are the
best.

In the style of artistic expression of the clay figurines of Huishan artisans

not only wields the artistry of traditional opera such as “lo express substantial
content by simple mould-making”, “to adopt simplicity in stead of complication”
and “lo convey feeling through facial expression”, but also in the line with the
characteristics of clay moulding, refines the story and uses the most representative
plot, figures and acting to reflect the main story of the opera so that it unll
arouse audiences’ symathy to altain such artistic results as “minority surpasses
majority” and “simple mould-making implies profornd sense”.

The craftsmanship of the clay “Kneaded Opera Figures” might be the most
important factor to form its characteristic style. It is unique, flexible and lively,
different from the craftsmanship of ordinary clay figurines, which begins from
roughness to fineness and from top to bottom. While moulding, the craftsman
adds some to or reduce some from the semifinished product until it is well-done.

As for the moulding of the clay “Kneaded Opera Figures”, the experienced
old artisan starts from feet to head and from inside to outside, wrapping it layer
upon layer, rubbing and kneading, tapping and patting, and finally gies it a
“finishing kneading”, which often gets a miraculous effect and aperfect resull.

About the expression, the clay “Kneaded Opera Figures” of Huishan are
usually exaggerated to some extent. In consideration of the habit of people’s
appreciation and for showing its facial expression well, the face s intentionally
kneaded to be bigger. The size of the head usually makes up one-fifth sometimes
even one-third of its body. The merit is that although its proportion is shortened,
it looks still well matched. This is because the craftsman takes advantage of an
optical illusion in mould-making. For example, in order to show a mighty and
stalwart warrior the clay work achieves such artistic results as “tallness seen
through shortness” and “smallness implies bigness”. While creating beauties arti-
sans lay stress on their curvaceous body, so-called “three big turns and nine
curves”. Old artisans thought that beautiful women should have graceful body
posture and the key lies in her waist, as the old saying goes, * if a lady wants to
be pretty, she should have her waist as thin as weeping willow”. Well, the key of
moulding warrior-figures is stressed.on “stoutness”, so-called “frve bigness and
three bulkiness” and “a tall and sturdy body with protuberant chest and bulgy
belly”. In other word, both “official’s chest and warrior’s belly” are exaggerated,

from craftsmen’s aesthetic view. Figures’ hands and feet are moulded to strelch

out both leftward and rightward to show his herotic mettle. When clay buffoons
are made artisans place emphasis on “ugliness”. For example, when they mould
the ugly features of Ximen Qing and Lou Ashu, etc., they laid stress on the
appearance of “bending knees and crooding arms as well as bowing head and
shrinking neck”to show their frivolous behaviour and dissolute, furtive conduct,
which made a petty and low impression on the people.

In dealing with patterns and lines of costumes, the clay “Kneaded Opera Fi-
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Pyvamid of Petty-Figurines
(21cm high)




gures” are expressed in graceful, and forceful but simple and, at the same time,
they are richly ornamental. As a result of rubbing and kneading at will, it often
achieves a vivid and natural artistic effect between likeness and unlikeness.

The clay “Kneaded Opera Figures” has a unique style in colour drawing;
its tone is bright and clean as elegant and tasteful. Generally speaking, it absorbs
splendid colours from Beijing opera, while gentleness and simpiicity from Kunqu
opera. However, the clay figures of “Official’s Stories” and “Warriors’ Stories”
in the late period usually were splendid by colourful, and lively but magnificent,
so that they had a strong ornamental effect. Strong personality of the clay
“Kneaded Opera Figures” is discribed with a few simple strokes in bold and
rough lines and in a little colour. This is called “decisive drawing of a figure”, a
trick adopted by experienced veteran craftsmen, so that special effect of “meaning
being implied with unseen touching” can be fulfilled. About trimmings of cos-
tumes, the clay “Kneaded Opera Figures™ are also very interesting. Most of these
patterns of costumes are chosen from flowers and plants in the natural world.
Through a long-term careful observation, artisans refined them by reducing
touches to form their own unique style.

Although these paiterns are simply drawn, sometimes they engender a natu-
ral feeling as if they were a cursive hand of Chinese characters. Besides, artisans
pay much attention to a general colour effect by using such artistic expression as
“light-coloured flowers on a light-coloured background; fragmentary flowers on a
dark-coloured background; dark-coloured flowers on a light-coloured back-
ground; fragmentary flowers on a white background; bright-coloured flowers on
a dark-coloured background” to make the whole tone of the clay figurines of
Huishan both gorgeous and rhythmic, possessing a rich folk colour and the fla-
vor in the south of the lower reaches of the Changjiang River.

In the long course of development, the clay figurines of Huishan both in
ideological content and in artistic form have been continuously improved and en-
riched to meet the different demands of people in each historical period, among
which the changes after 1949 are the most profound. Before that time, people

bought a clay figurine, for instance “Da A Fu”, on purpose to aspire after some-

thing in their hearts, for which they sought for years and by which the people,
especially peasants, were more confident to look forward to the future happiness.
However, today clay figurines are placed in many families on purpose only to be
appreciated and to add a little colour and interest to their happy life.

Ouwing to its unique style and features, the clay figurines of Huishan are
not only widely appreciated by the people at home, but also sold in an increasing
quantity in more than fifty countries and regions. The artisans introduced here
have ever been invited several times to Japan, the United States, Australia and
Hong Kong to give demostrations and their superb skill with rich folk style were
highly admired by foreign friends. The clay figurines of Huishan are regarded as
a folk handicraft with the richest oriental colour, hence having won honour for
our country.

The one hundred pieces or sets of clay works in this book can be roughly
divided into two parts: the collection of the former part starts from the late period
of Ming Dynasty to the eve of the War of Resistance Against Japan;the collec-
tion of the later part covers each period since 1949, which are more representa-
tive works of the clay figurines of Huishan.

In the past, the clay figurines of Huishan are a kind of seasonable hand-
craft or toy, most of which were thrown away when the new were bought, and
truly they were not easy to be preserved, because they were easily broken so that
less of the traditional works are handed down to present days. The historical
works in this book are the originals collected by the craftsmen’s Study Group
organized in 1953 by the Ministry of Culture in East China. They are really
valuable enough to be well preserved up to now.

With the passage of time, some early works in this book are unknown of
their original authors.

There are many artisans of clay artistic schools in the line of the modern
works of the clay. figurines of Huishan. In view of limited space, only a part of
representative works are edited in this book to let readers get a glimpse of our lit-
tle efforts in‘inheriting and developing the clay figurines of Huishan. We hope
that a new monographic book will come out in future.

by Liu Jiakui
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Black Lion (9cm high)

The Picture of Nine Lions (24 cm high)



7 BlygEieuE (R18EX) 8 HAWAMMPK (F27EK)
Liu Hai Teases a Three-leg Frog (18cm high) Dongfang Shuo Steals Peaches (27cm high)
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Cao Guojiu (22cm high)

10 SIS (S 14 %K)

An Old Fisherman Has Got @ Carp (14cm high)
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Monkey Show (A 7cm high) A Woman Storyteller (15.5cm high)



