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The culture of masks in China has existed
for over 4000 years. Masks have been
widely seen, diversified in form, containing
much cultural message and unique features.
They have developed over thousands of

years along with other forms like primitive
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music and dances, sorcery, totem worship,
folk songs and theatrical operas. These forms
have benefited from another in progress. In a
way, masks show Chinese beliefs, customs,
hopes and values—in short, the mindset and
spiritual pursuit of the nation.

By briefing their origin, progress, styles
and regional features, and with the help of
beautiful illustrations, this booklet tries to
usher readers into Chinese treasure trove of

art for a pleasant tour.
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music and dances, sorcery, totem worship,
folk songs and theatrical operas. These forms
have benefited from another in progress. In a
way, masks show Chinese beliefs, customs,
hopes and values—in short, the mindset and
spiritual pursuit of the nation.

By briefing their origin, progress, styles
and regional features, and with the help of
beautiful illustrations, this booklet tries to
usher readers into Chinese treasure trove of

art for a pleasant tour.
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General Information of Masks
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Masks had other names in ancient China, xiang, qi/ tou, jia mian
(fake face), gui lian (ghost face) being a few. Masks came from
lower society as a form of folk art. They are cultural heritage, also an

epitome of folk culture.
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> Origin and Progress of
Masks

By archeological, cultural and
anthropological studies, most peoples in
the world had masks in their early years,
used on funerals, ceremonies to expel an
evil spirit or in dances of primitive form.
As a universal form from ancient times,
masks have aroused much interest from
scholars.

As a nation with the longest mask
history and diversified forms, Chinese
people documented masks in ancient
books. Masks are among archeological
finds. Many are still used, circulated and
made in society. They are seen in many

areas and used by many ethnic groups
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Tibetan Mask for Dharma Protector
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Mask Used in Guansuo Performance,
Yunnan

across the country.

To Western scholars, masks came
from primitive sorcery. funerals or
worship of souls after death. By a German
scholar, masks came from “worship
of death and skulls and developed as
the symbol of soul, supernatural spirits
and devils”™ (The Origin of Things, by
Julius E. Lips, Chinese edition, Sichuan
Nationality Publishing House, 1982) .

On an ancient funeral in China, the mask
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Masks for Nuotang Opera, Guizhou
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used to cover up the dead person’s face
was related to this skull worship. To
ancient people, the soul dwelled in the
skull and so long the face was covered
the soul was kept there, unable to escape
and to make trouble in the human world.
A mask, when a soul was attached to it,
possessed a super natural power able to
subdue evils.

To contemporary Chinese scholars,

masks came from dances in ancient
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Pottery Pot with Animal Mask Pattern, Neolithic Age

antiquity. From the perspective of cultural
development, sorcery and religion came
after primitive dances. So the appearance
of masks was closely related to primitive
dances. By the description from classical
book shang shu, or collection of ancient
writings, dances then already used masks.

With the coming of sorcery and
religion, a dancing form called Nuo
aimed to dispel evil spirits was born,
done by people wearing masks. The
earliest of this form is said to mimick
the moves of animals. In late Neolithic
Age, the looks of masks used in a sorcery
ceremony became fearful, and scaring
and this was shown in the then popular

decorative pattern found in relics.
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Pottery Human Mask, Neolithic Age
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Frightening Masks
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Bronze Mask of Human Face (Shang
Dynasty)

Memorial ceremonies were popular
during the Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-
256 B.C.), so was the Nuo operas,
which were much valued by rulers and
commoners alike. Usually, such an
opera was very ceremonial, often held
three times a year, in spring, autumn and
winter. The first two usually had rulers or
high society people present and because
of their participation, these two were
called “state ceremonies” or “ruler’s
ceremony”. The winter one was called
“the ceremony of lower society”, and it
was for commoners. The key figure in
the ceremony was called fang xiang shi,
who wore a shining metal mask and bear-
hide gloves, looking very mysterious and
frightening. The mask he wore might
be gold with four eyes or only two, a
form popular during both the Shang and
Zhou dynasties. These masks were called
xiao tou. One character was found in
the inscription on bones or turtle shells,
resembling a masked person at dance.
The mask he wore was pointed on top,
with hanging stuff from ears, and square
holes to reveal eyes. To some people, this
character was the earliest documentation
of masks. In a museum of Seattle and of
Chicago, a bronze mask from possibly

the late Shang or the early Zhou is kept.
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