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gl & |Preface

Kites are beautiful handicraft works made
with bamboo slips. Some are toys, while
others have practical uses, like ranging,
message sending and man carrying. Kite
making has a long history in China, possibly
beginning with the first wooden glede made
by ancient people over 2700 years ago
during the Spring and Autumn Period. Dr.
Joseph Needham, an established British
scholar in the history of sciences, listed kite
making in his famous book Science and
Civilization in China as one of the significant
events in civilization, an invention later
spreading to Europe. A signboard inside the
United States National Museum says the
following: “Kites and rockets made in China

are the earliest aircrafts man ever made
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in history.” Kite making in China became
stylistically diversified to characterize
regional culture. By involving painting and
folk customs, kites carry profound cultural
message.

By brief introduction and beautiful
pictures, this booklet makes an endeavor to
help people of other countries understand
kites” origin, development, categories,

making technique and styles, as well as the

cultural message they carry.
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The long history of kite making in China began with the first
wooden glede made during the Spring and Autumn Period over
two thousand years ago. Kites made for flying had different names,

“paper glede” , “wooden glede” or “snipe” . As a toy, they
gave people much fun. Their function, however, was not limited to
entertainment. Their evolution eventually left us a rich and colorful
art form.
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> The Birth of Kites

Scholar’s opinions are quite diversified
in establishing the birth of kites, but
most of them believed it originated in
China. In Science and Civilization in
China, Dr. Joseph Needham, basing on
the book Du Hai Ji authored by a Ming-
dynasty person named Wang Kui about
the use of kites for measuring the force
and direction of wind, ascribed it as an
invention created by ancient Chinese
people and later spreaded to Europe.

Another British scholar, Clive Hart, went

* MARBELRLY (HK&E)
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Eaves Tile with Kite and Tree Design
(Warring States Period)

A kite on the lower right corner proves the birth
of kite already happened during the Warring
States Period.
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History as a Mirror in Annalistic Style (photo
image)

This 294-volumn colossal book cost Sima Guang 19
years to complete. By following a timeline, it documents
all significant events that had happened over the
past 1362 years in 16 dynasties. This book, as the
first history work in annalistic style written with the
authorization from ruler, has its count for much status in
Chinese history.

further to work out the routes Chinese
kites had taken when going to the rest
parts of the world: one was from China
to Korea, further on to Japan, Malaya,
Oceania, New Zealand and the Easter
Island. The second route, by Clive Hart
in his book Kites: A Historical Survey,
was from China to Burma, India, Arab
countries, North Africa and the areas
around the Mediterranean. The third one
was from China to Mongolia, Russia,
Eastern Europe and the rest parts of
European continent. The fourth one was
from China and via the Silk Road to
Europe, and further on to America.

The first document about kites was
found in a book, Philosophical Notes, by
an ancient philosopher named Han Feizi.

The wooden glede costing Mozi three
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Mozi

A famous thinker, educator, scientist and militarist during the Warring States Period, Mozi
had a huge influence in his time. The philosophy he established stood shoulder to shoulder
with Confucian school, and together with
the latter, called Xian Xue studies. Being a
follower of either Confucian school or Mozi
doctrines, people said about everyone. Apart
from philosophical beliefs, Mozi initiated
studies in geometry, physics and optics. Mozi
was also a master handicraftsman, able to
make wooden gledes and carts of 60 kilos
carrying capacity. Mozi was well-versed in
weaponry, mechanics and engineering. In
his book, he detailed the making of different
weapons including blades, swords, arrows
and bows, as well as the tunneling and water
channeling techniques for military purposes.
The discoveries and inventions he made

had huge influence on later generations’
infrastructural and military projects.

o BFIMB wnmm roror)

Statue of Mozi
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years to make was damaged the first day
it was used. Sima Guang, a historian
during the Northern Song Dynasty, also
documented kites in his book Zi Zhi Tong
Jian, or History as a Mirror. When Ruler
Liang Wu was besieged in Liang capital
Jianye, present-day Nanjing by rebellious
army during the Northern and Southern
Dynasties (420-589), a man suggested to
the ruler sending SOS message by a paper
kite to fly in wind for his troops. These
documents show the birth of kites did
happen in China during the Spring and
Autumn Period (770 B.C.-221 B.C.) and
their making techniques matured around
the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.) to
Northern and Southern Dynasties.
Common people tell different
versions about the birth of kites, the

most popular being three: coming from
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Bamboo Hat

A necessary item in rural life in southern part of China,
bamboo hats are able to keep off strong sunshine and
rain. They are still popular today. Very light in weight,

a bamboo hat is able to fly in wind and because of
this, ancient people managed to make kites.
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Tree Leaf Kites

This kind of kite, popular in China’s south and coastal areas, is made with dried-up leaves of
broad-leaved trees pasted on a structure, which is also made with local material. This kind of

kites looks very primitive.
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bird flying, coming from tree leaves and
bamboo hat, and coming from a sail boat.
The first one is similar with the writing
by Han Feizi, ascribing the birth to a
flying bird. The second version came
from leaves flying in wind. The Gaoshan
people in Taiwan and Li people in
Hainan had made kites with areca catechu
leaves. Flying a kite, to people, was more
than entertainment. It was also a form
of worshipping out of the admiration of
leaves flying in the sky. The third version
possibly came from the sail propelled by

wind force.
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> The Evolution of Kites

The evolution of kites shows their use
development, apart from amusement, for
military, measuring, communication and
worshipping purposes.

Their military use happened during
the Han Dynasty and the Southern and
Northern Dynasties that followed. By
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Portrait of Han Xin

An outstanding military strategist in ancient history, Han Xin stood
shoulder to shoulder with the other two, Xiao He and Zhang Liang.
Together, they were respectfully called The Three Outstanding
Strategists in the early Han Dynasty. He also sent kites with bamboo
whistles above the enemy troops. The shrieks from the whistles were
frightening enough to battle the nerves of enemies.
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Golden Phoenix Terrace, Ceramic Painting

It pictures two of the three famous terraces in Yecheng: Bronze Sparrow and Golden Phoenix. The left one
was the Golden Phoenix, the terrace from which prisoners were instructed to glide down on kites.
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Records of Things, a book written by
Han-dynasty Gao Cheng, army general
Han Xin once measured the distance
from spot A to B by sending a kite into
sky. Ruler Wenxuan of the Beiqi Regime,
by Northern History, had prisoners glide
down on a kite from a high terrace out
of the town. Anyone who succeeded
in doing this was pardoned from death

penalty. The lucky one was named Huang
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Tou, who landed successfully outside the
town. That terrace was named Jinfeng,
meaning golden phoenix, whose relics are
still there west to the Linzhang County
seat of Hebei Province. The remaining
part is still 12 meters tall. Gliding down
from it on a kite shows the kite making
techniques, as well as structuring and
flying, was matured, able to handle a big
size to fly over a long distance from a
perilous height. People then must have
gained much knowledge about wind
force.

As one of the most powerful
dynasties in Chinese history, Tang
Dynasty (618-907) had more holidays
and entertaining forms out of abundant
supplies than any dynasty before or
after. Amusement with kites was more
emphasized. Replacement of silk by

paper for kite making considerably cut
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Xuan Paper Used for Kite Making

The paper for kite making must have long fibers,
tenacious and dense texture, easy to pick up colors
and plastic. Paper meets these demands includes Xuan
paper, tissue and Korean paper made by hand. Copy

paper, oil seal paper and insulation paper made by
machines also work.
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