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The puppet refers to a wood-carved figurine
in human or animal shape. Theatrical
performance with this type of figurines
is thus known as puppetry. As a unique
type of theatre arts, it is also known as the
“dummy play”. During the performance, the
puppeteers manipulate the puppets behind
the stage and sing lyrics accompanied by
local vocal music, which shows rich regional
cultural traits. Chinese puppetry has a long
history. It is said that the puppet acrobatics
date back to the Three Kingdoms Period
(220-280) over 1,700 years ago. The puppet
was later gradually used in presenting
scenarios from myths, famous battles,
etc., thus leading to the creation of various
types of puppetry, including rod puppetry,
string puppetry, iron wire puppetry, glove
puppetry, fire puppetry, water puppetry,
and costume puppetry. Puppets used in
the performance often exhibit exquisite
craftsmanship and are regarded as artistic

objects with high aesthetic value.
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With vivid description and direct
illustrations, this book introduces the history
of Chinese puppetry, its cultural connotation,
categories, craftsmanship, image design,
stage design, and regional characteristics.
It aims to lead the readers to the world of

Chinese puppetry to appreciate this glorious

theatre art.
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General Overview
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The puppet (literally meaning wooden figure) is a popular Chinese
folk art with a long history and deep cultural connotation. It was also
known as the Kuileizi 1R@F dummy), Kuileizi (#14§F marionette),
or Kuleizi. It originated from figurines buried with the dead and

gradually formed different categories of puppets with various

characteristics.
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> History of Puppetry

Chinese puppetry has a long history, but
its origin remains a mystery. According
to Tang Wen (the Questions of Tang)
in Lie Zi written by the famous ancient
Chinese philosopher Lie Zi who lived
in the Spring and Autumn Period (770
B.C.-476 B.C.) and the Warring States
Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.), there was a
craftsman known as Yanshi during the
reign of King Mu of the Zhou Dynasty
(1046 B.C.-221 B.C.). One day, he came
to visit the king with his puppet that
could sing and dance with rhythm as if
it was a real person. Besides, according
to Yuefu Zalu (A Miscellany of Music)
authored by Duan Anjie of the Tang

BF) $%
Book Copy: Liezi
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Puppet Unearthed from Xinyang City,
Henan Province (Warring States Period,
475B.C.-221B.C.)
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Dynasty (618-907), when Emperor
Gaozu of the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220
A.D) was besieged by Huns in Pingcheng
(now Dingxiang of Shanxi Province),
craftsmen made female-looking puppets,
and installed manipulation devices in
them so they could dance on the city
walls under the suggestion of a staff
officer named Chen Ping, who came up
with the idea after he heard that the King
of Huns named Modu (Batur Tengriqut)
had a jealous wife. As he predicted, the
King’s wife was deceived to believe the
puppets were real women, and worried
the Modu would marry them if they
occupied Pingcheng so she convinced
Modu to retreat the army from there. This
story shows that puppet making may
have started before the Han Dynasty ,
because the craftsmen were able to make
exquisite puppets in such a short time.
According to unearthed ancient
puppets and archeological research, the
puppet may originate from figurines
buried with the dead in ancient times. A
clay figurine with cangue made in the late
Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)
was unearthed from Yin Ruins in Anyang
of Henan Province. Wood figures, known

as Yong were also often discovered in the
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Colored Wooden Puppets Unearthed from

Mawangdui Tombs (Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.-
220AD.)

tombs of the Spring and Autumn Period
(770 B.C.-476 B.C.) and the Warring
States Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.). For
instance, human figurines, like servants,
maids, and warriors were unearthed from
tombs of the Kingdom of Chu in Yangtian
Lake of Changsha City and Deshan
Mountain of Changde City in Hunan
Province, Changtaiguan of Xinyang City
in Henan Province, and Tombs of the
Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221

o D EHENEIRE
Musician Puppet Unearthed from

Mawangdui Tombs (Han Dynasty, 206
B.C.-220A.D.)
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Male and Female Puppets (Tang Dynasty,
618-907)

B.C.) in Sichuan Province. Most figurines
during this period were carved in wood
and roughly made into human shape.
However, the maid figurines from the
tombs in Xinyang were decorated with
wig and some of them had manipulable
joints. In the Han Dyansty (206 B.C.-220
A.D.), many singer and dancer figurines
were made. For example, a wired wood
puppet was unearthed from a tomb built
in the Western Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-25
A.D.) in Laixi City of Shandong Province
in 1979. The figurine was 1.93 meters tall
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and was made of 13 chunks of wood. As
its joints were manipulable, it could sit,
stand, and kneel down. There were small
holes around its abdomen and thighs to
allow threading lines to control its legs
and arms. These evidences showed that
puppets could be manipulated by humans
back then, which marked the official
transition of puppets from burial objects
to entertaining figurines. They were not
only used to be buried in tombs, but also
to perform at funerals or banquets, which
led to the origin of the puppetry.
Puppetry is known for its creative
performance, and thus has attracted many
followers. In the Tang Dynasty (618-
907), puppetry gradually matured and
could present complete dramas and thus
became an essential form of folk art. At
that time, the main body of the puppet
was carved out of tree trunks, which
were then refined, painted with shellac
varnish to prevent it from being damaged
by vermin, and dressed with bright-
colored clothes. During the performance,
the entertainer would control the puppet

with lines, and created different types
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Costume for Puppets
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Three-color Glazed Clay Pillow with Puppetry Design (Northern Song Dynasty, 960-1127)

The pattern on the pillow illustrates the scene of a string puppet show. There are three children in the picture.
The one sitting on the left has a portable gong in his left hand and a stick in his right hand to hit the gong.
The one in the middle blows the flute and raises his left foot as if he is counting beats. The one on the right
stoops down and has a pole in his right hand. On this pole, a puppet appearing to be an elderly man is hung
by three strings. This scene reflects the prevalence of puppetry in the Song Dynasty (960-1279).
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of puppets like string puppets and bell
puppets. With a long history in China,
the string puppet has been popular since
its appearance in the Tang Dynasty (618-
907) . At that time, it was made with
exquisite craftsmanship and dressed in
beautiful and charming clothes. It could
perform a wide range of stories which
covered most aspects of the society.
The performance of bell puppetry was
accompanied by the music of panling

bells. It was favored by the imperial
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