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Chinese Shadow Play, also known as
Shadow Puppet Play or Lamplight Shadow
Play, is a genre of drama played by operating
the silhouettes carved out of leather or
cardboard and projecting their shadows on to
a screen with a lamplight. The Shadow Play
is performed by an artist hidden behind the
white screen operating the silhouettes while
singing the story in popular local tunes using
percussion and string music instruments
which is rich in local flavor. The Shadow
Play is inextricably linked to Chinese

Opera, religion, and folk customs. The
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silhouette figures are manually crafted by the
performers. Being not only delicate but also
remarkably lifelike, they are always highly
appreciated.

This book is set to explore the history
and cultural meanings of Chinese Shadow
Play and provide readers with a more
intuitive understanding of the artistic
glamor and aesthetic essence of Chinese
Shadow Play through the introduction to
specific forms of the shadow silhouette of
Shadow Play, handicraft of shadow puppets,
performing art of the Shadow Play, as well as

various geographic features imprinted on it.




B %|Contents

I#E&ﬁmﬁiﬁiﬂmﬂ

History and Cultural Meanings of
Chinese Shadow Play ...........ccocooevveiiieeevea. 001

3 Ak

History of Chinese Shadow Play .................... 002
133 2: 0B & A]

Cultural Meanings of Chinese Shadow Play.... 007

I&%%ﬁﬂsﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁii

Forms and Carving of Shadow Silhouettes

and Performance Art of Shadow Play.............. 055
8- A= speidl

Forms of Shadow Silhouettes ..........c..cc.......... 056
8- A:0) 27

Carving of Shadow Silhouettes ...................... 077
¥ HRE

Performance Art of Shadow Play .................... 094




ReEihhiEse
@ | ocal Characteristics of
Chinese Shadow Play .........cccccceevviiiiiiiviinnnnne. 103

S8
Shaanxi Shadow Play........ccccocoieviiiiieiiiien, 104

78 2 %
Shanxi Shadow Play ........cccccoeeeeiieiiiiiiiiiii, 108

HRE®
Gansu Shadow Play........cccccceeeieiiiiiiiiiiiien. 114
EBEE
Qinghai Shadow Play........cccccovvereeiiiiiiiiiiienne, 118
RELE %
Tangshan Shadow Play.........cccccccciiiiiiiin. 122

BI04 -7
Henan Shadow Play.........coocoeviiiiiieiiiiiecee, 127
m)Ilz %
Sichuan Shadow Play .......cccoovvvviiiiiiicieeen 130
HAERE %
Hubei Shadow Play.........cccccoiiiiiiiiii, 133
RIEEE

Shadow Play in the Northeastern Provinces .. 135

IERE
Beijing Shadow Play ......ccoccoovieiiiiieiiiiiiiece, 137




PERFEHHESXILAE
History and Cultural Meanings of
Chinese Shadow Play
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The Shadow Play (Shadow Puppet Play) is a folk art prevalent in
China. It has a time—honored history and cultural meanings in
close connection to religion, drama and folk customs. Shadow Play
has prevailed all over China and branched out in various genres

distinguished by features based on geographical differences.
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> History of Chinese
Shadow Play

Various legends have been recounted
as the origin of the time-honored
Chinese Shadow Play. According to
the descriptions of Gan Bao (?-336),
a historian and novelist of the Jin
Dynasty (265-420), in his In Search
of the Supernatural, the Shadow Play
(Shadow Puppet Play) was initiated
by Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty
(156 B.C.-87 B.C.). After his beloved
Imperial Concubine Li died young, he
ordered a seance to be practiced, where
necromancers placed the cutout silhouette
of Imperial Concubine Li in front of
candles to project her image on to the
screen, making Emperor Wu believe
that what he saw was the real Madam
Li. Although what Emperor Wu actually
saw on the screen were but tricks made

by necromancers, it was surely inspiring
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Nezha Disturbing the Sea (Huayin
Prefecture, Shaanxi Province)

As described in such mythological stories as
the Legend of Deification (Feng Shen Yan Yi),
Pilgrimage to the West (Xi You Ji) and others,
Nezha was the third son of General Li Jing,
the Tower-holding King under the reign of the
Jade Emperor. Naughty in his childhood, Nezha
caused great disturbance in the East Sea and
got into trouble from time to time.
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for the origin of the Shadow Play.
The anecdote of Emperor Wu’s
reminiscence of his concubine also
appeared in such ancient classics
as Historical Records. It was taken
as evidence that Chinese Shadow
Play originated in the Han
Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.).
Qi Rushan, a modern Beijing
opera playwright and theorist,
holds the idea in his lllustration
and Examination of Hundred
Drama Plays in Beijing that the
Shadow Play originated in Xi’an in
the Tang Dynasty (618-907). Qi says:
“Since Xi’an had been established as the
capital city for centuries, a lot of arts and
skills originated in Shaanxi province,
and the Shadow Play is probably one of
them. Besides, Xi’an still has this kind of
play nowadays. It’s particularly popular
in the Hanzhong area (in the middle
part of Shaanxi province). The shadow
silhouettes they use are three inches taller
than the biggest ones used in Beijing.
They are exquisitely oil-painted, and
more skillfully operated than those in
Beijing. The Shadow Plays popularized

there are also more refined and elegant---

which all prove that the Shadow Play

originated from this place.” As the capital
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city of the Han and Tang dynasties, Xi’an
used to enjoy rich culture and arts. It
stands to reason to say the Shadow Play
started from here.

However, some scholars believe
that the Shadow Play began in the Song
Dynasty (960-1279) because many notes
from the Song Dynasty contained records
of the Shadow Play. It’s unquestionable
that the Shadow Play was quite popular
at that time. Due to the lack of literatures
and physical evidence, it is still an open
question as to when the Shadow Play
started. Nevertheless, it was in the Song
Dynasty at the latest that the Shadow
Play had become pervasive in the cities
of China, and that the carving of shadow
silhouettes began to change from plain
paper to colored leather. In the Yuan
and Ming Dynasties (1279-1644), the
prevalence of Shadow Plays still continued
with no signs of falling out of favor. In the
Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), Qu You even

described in his poetry the performance
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The Tower-holding King, Li Jing (Ning Prefecture,
Gansu Province)

As a prestigious general in the Tang Dynasty (618-907),
Li Jing mastered the art of war and was the author of
Art of War by Duke Li.
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of the Shadow Play in the theater: “As
the new theater of Shadow Play opens in
Nanwa, the candle lights illuminate the
rise and fall of history; though cornered
into the ferry-place of Wujiang River,
the hero (Xiang Yu) was still called an
overlord.”

The Shadow Play has long been
popular in China. Following population
migrations, wars, cultural exchanges,
religious activities throughout history, it
has been spread all over the country and
gradually developed into many genres

with different styles in different areas.
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Shadow Figures

The shadow figure is the cutout figure made of animal skins or cardboard and operated in the
Shadow Play. The shadow figures may appear as characters such as the main male roles (Sheng),
female roles (Dan), painted-face male roles (Jing), and male clown roles (Chou) as demanded by
the script. The number of shadow figures in a troupe of Shadow Plays may have depends on how
many scripts it has. Except for those special characters in each play, most of the shadow figures
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Senior Main Male (Lao Sheng) Figure Demon Female (Yao Dan) Figure
(Tangshan City, Hebei Province) (Fuping Prefecture, Shaanxi Province)

can be used in all kinds of plays. A complete shadow figure is generally composed of 11 parts
ranging from the head, arms (upper arms and forearms), hands, body, legs (with the upper parts
substituted by the dress or skirt, and the lower parts connected with the feet) and so on. Since
the shoulder joints, elbow joints, wrists, knees and the waist are all movable, the performance is
lifelike. The shadow figures are cast in various characters according to the content of and roles
in the script. Different places have developed their own styles, making the images of the shadow
figures rich and colorful.
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Shadow Play, a Popular Folk Art

> Cultural Meanings of

Chinese Shadow Play

For thousands of years, the art of Shadow
Play has prevailed in both urban and rural

areas in China. It is one of the Chinese
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ancient traditional folk arts. Chinese
Shadow Play bears profound social and
cultural meanings in close relation with
the religious culture, traditional opera

culture and folk culture.

Shadow Play and Religious Culture

During thousands of years of Chinese
history, religion and folk beliefs
have always been very popular and
complicated. As a social phenomenon in
historical context, religion has penetrated
into all aspects of social life. The Shadow
Play is an art which integrates formative
arts and opera arts, whose relationship
with religious culture is reflected not
only in the religious stories, personages,
religious ideas it promoted or religious
activities it engaged in, but also in the
history, scripts, characters and other
aspects that it has created.

The characters in Shadow Play carry
a very deep kinship with the Buddhist
transformation form (Bian Xiang), the
performed scripts (also known as shadow
scrolls), and the Buddhist transformation
texts (Bian Wen). The transformation
form was an art of paintings used in
Buddhism since the Tang Dynasty (618-

907) to describe the stories contained



in Buddhist sutras, or scriptures, and to
promote its teachings. Those pictures
painted according to Buddhist scriptures
are called scriptural transformation
forms or scriptural transformation,
usually painted on silk, paper, or walls
of monasteries and grottoes. On the
other hand, the transformation text,
also known as the folk narrative, was a
literary form of speaking and singing,
popularized since the Tang Dynasty to
narrate stories in Buddhist sutras and to
publicize Buddhist doctrines. During the
performance, transformation forms and
transformation texts were often used in
combination. Later on, the transformation
text developed into Baojuan (treasured
scrolls). Although the contents and the
forms might have changed, the subject
matter remained the same and the
language became more readable, making

narrated Buddhist tales much easier to

memorize and spread, which exerted
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Dunhuang Frescoes

Located in northwest China's Gansu province, Dunhuang is a city in the important passage—the Silk
Road —of ancient China's route to the western regions, Central Asia and Europe. The Dunhuang frescoes
are the religious works of art found in the Mogao Grottoes, West Thousand Buddha Caves, Guazhou
Yulin Grottoes and some other places around Dunhuang. They are huge in scale and exquisite in skill.
The contents of these frescoes, mostly the images of gods, activities of gods, relationships among gods

and relationships between gods and men, are entrusted with people’s good wishes and serve as art to
appease people's soul.
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Paper-cutting Lanterns

Paper cutting is a traditional folk craftsmanship in China, using such tools as scissors, carving knives and
the like to cut paper, cloth, leaves or other materials into various artistic patterns. Paper-cutting lanterns are

lanterns decorated with paper cuttings.
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significant influences on the latter-day
Guci (storytelling while beating drum)
and Tanci (storytelling while playing
string instrument), both being a form of
speaking and singing art. Through the
study of the personage, stage scenes,
and scripts of the Shadow Plays, we can
easily see that the characters in them
were not just influenced by the ancient

silk paintings, painted stones of the Han



