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INTRODUCTION TO BEIJING SHADOW PLAY
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hadow play is a unique art form of China. Generally, it combines carving,
S painting, lights and singing. The silhouettes behind a screen are created
with animal hides such as cow, donkey, horse or sheep. The actor controls a pole
to make various actions accompanied by music and singing. Such performances
have a long history in China, with various schools, which can be found in many
places across the country.

Beijing shadow play stands out among many schools thanks to its unique carving
techniques and character shapes and a complete and distinct style of singing.

The carving of Beijing shadow play requires a special technique of using a straight
knife to carve continuously from beginning to end. No matter how complex the
shadow figures are, only a single straight knife is used to cut the pieces, even the
hair and beard are lifelike.

The characters in Beijing shadow play emit luxurious beauty inside and out. It
was born of religion, matured in the palace, absorbed Peking Opera, and Peking
Opera heavyweights practiced the art while singing. The masks and éostumes
seen in Peking Opera appear nearly identically in Beijing shadow play. Its unique
“five-color rendering method” for clothing effects makes characters noble and
stunning, contrasting those in folk tales.

”

Beijing shadow play formed a unique style of singing by blending vocals with
small copper bowls, Qu opera and local opera singing. Single styles aren’t
alone in their uniqueness: Crooked cards, such as “sanganqing, or three out of
the blue,” and “mandarin duck buckle” are all pieces of a complete and refined
system. Unfortunately, it's hard to hear authentic traditional singing because it's
on the verge of extinction.

It's hard to discuss Beijing shadow play without mentioning the Beijing Shadow
Play Troupe (BSPT). And the mention of the BSPT inevitably leads to the
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reference to Lu’s Group. In 1957, the Beijing Municipal People’s Government
planned to establish the BSPT to resume the traditional Beijing shadow play
which experienced a steep decline after years of war at the end of the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911).

The troupe is the only existing representative of the Western School modeled
after the work of the Deshun Shadow Society, Which is exactly the Lu’s Group
that remained popular during the Republic of China period (1912-1949). This
relationship inspired the declaration: “There would be no BSPT without Lu’s
Group, and there would be no Beijing shadow play today without the BSPT.”

Shadow plays were once a method to survive on the streets. Each group had
its own signature plays. Beijing shadow plays were divided into East and West
schools: The East specialized in Chinese classics represented by Romance
of the Three Kingdoms, while the West tended to adapt content in the realm of
Journey to the West. The art which still thrives in Beijing is inherited from the West
school,which explains why so many plays performed today feature stories from
Journey to the West such as Monkey Subdues the White-Bone Demo, Pig Carries
His Wife, The Cave of Silken Web, and The Fire-Wind Cave.Recently, especially
since the 1990s, the BSPT has staged many plays to meet demands of the new
market—specifically catering to younger audiences with titles such as Three
Neighbors, The Weasel Sending Gifts, The Long-legged Eggs, and Two Friends.

Beijing shadow play was included in the first group of the national intangible
cultural heritage expansion project in 2008, and the BSPT has been designated
as the inheritance unit of the project.
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r‘ L u Baogang from Manchu ethnic group was born in Beijing on October

1964. At the age of 5, he followed his father Lu Jing’an, head of the BSPT,
to accept re-education by poor and lower-middle-class peasants in Changping
County, Beijing. During his stay there, he learned to play the erhu (a two-stringed
bowed instrument with a lower regiSter than jinghu) from his father. At 15, he had
to start working to support the family after his father died. Although born into a
shadow puppet family, Lu Baogang seldom benefited from shadow puppets in his
youth. Things changed when he reached age 16, at which time he was sent to
the BSPT, where he absorbed the skills of playing and carving thanks to his talent
and hard work. Soon thereafter, he was able to direct his own original scripts.
His unremitting efforts gradually advanced him from lead actor to carving master,
team leader, deputy head, and head. Now, he has been involved in shadow plays
for 37 years. He has considered leaving the craft to do other things, but has never
managed to give it up.

Since the 1980s, Lu Baogang has toured the globe on behalf of the BSPT,
returning with numerous awards. The shadow figures he carved have been
acquired by many museums around the world. In 1985, he showcased his talent
at the World Expo in Los Angeles in the United States, where he took the Star
Award. A total of 10 of his shadow figures including Zhou Cang, Mu Guiying, and
Shi Xiu, were acquired by the Expo.

In 2003 he began to accept apprentices to whom he could pass on his artistic
skills and share his years of experience in performance and carving. Today, he
works with at least 10 apprentices. In 2015, he was named the representative
inheritor of the Beijing intangible cultural heritage project. The application for
representative inheritor of the national intangible cultural heritage project is
underway, awaiting a decision.










