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PREFACE

Up till now, only a few people in China, not to speak of in foreign countries, have known
the fact that China has its own masks and its own mask culture. [ am sorry to say that quite a
number of people call China’s masks "make-ups” by mistake and many foreign dramatists think
that China has make-ups, bui no masks, because they have seen only the performance of the
Beijing Opera. Although some Japanese mask historians know and acknowledge that ancient
China did have masks, i.e., the masks for King Lanling of the Tang Dynasty (618 - 907), that ex-
erted a great influence on the development of the Japanese masks, they said in the book "The
History of the Japanese Masks" that the Chinese masks proved “definitely inferior to the Japa-
nese masks” and “there are many Japanese masks whose eyes, nose and mouth can move, but
even not one of such masks has ever been found in Greece, China and Java.” ("The Essence of
Masks, Masks and the Worshipping Ghost Masks” by Noma §, , Volume XI, China Drama). I
think if this Japanese mask historian could come to visit China and tour different parts of the
country, especially the areas populated by minority nationalities, he would have had a different
view and changed the wrong idea he had concluded several decades ago.

In a sense, this is not his fault, because China’s door was closed for several hundreds of
years and the culture exchanges between China and Japan as well as other foreign countries
were hindered. For example, China had not published a picture album or book on the Chinese
masks in foreign languages by the early 1990s. Some Chinese people know that masks do exist
in China, but they do not know how colorful and rich the Chinese mask culture is and what a
position it has in the history of masks of the world, needless to say the special value of the
masks of China’s different minority nationalities and their special positions in the history of
the Chinese masks. The masks of China's minority nationalities and the masks of the Han Na-
tionality which accounts for 94% of the country's total population constitute the history of the
Chinese mask culture. The Chinese masks are so beautiful and they can compete with any other
masks of foreign nationalities or countries.

Published by the Beijing Arts and Photography Publishing House, this picture album is edi-
ted and compiled by Mr. Chen and Mr. Zhao who have worked in the Nationalities Pictorial for
many years and maintained good relations with friends and photographers living or work-
ing in the areas of minority nationalities. This has provided them with a most favorable condi-
tion: They have a way to get masks and mask photos of not only Han Nationality, but also
many minority nationalities including Tibet, Mongolia, Zhuang, Miao, Tujia, Yi, Bai, Bouyei,
Dong, Shui, Maonan, Mulam, Gelao and Korea. They have classified these masks into the
Masks for Sacrificial Ceremonies and Festivals, the Tibetan Buddhist Masks, the Theatrical
Masks and Other Masks (i. e, the Awe-Striking Masks and the Funeral Masks). Such classifica-



tion is, of course, acceptable, simply because there has been no other classification available so
far and there will be not a unified classification in future.

The functions of masks are multiple. There are masks of religious, folk, hunting, war, art-
istic and recreational functions. Masks are, in fact, a symbol, a hypothesis, a means of model-
ling, a symbol for gods or devils, or an instrument used in religious sacrificial ceremonies. Eve-
ry mask has at least one story which reflects the religious culture of folk culture in ancient ti-
mes. Together with the relevant sacrificial ceremonies, folk activities, activities expelling devils
and diseases, and praying to the gods, the masks have provided much valuable references to us
to study anthropology, nationalities, folklore, religions, theology and arts as well as the devlop-
ment of drama. The ancient masks (including false heads and false shapes) of China's minority
nationalities as well as related sacrificial ceremonies and folk dance activities are all original
and primitive. They include the "Maogusi” masks of the Tujia Nationality, the “Mangge” masks
of the Miao Nationality, the "Frog Festival” masks of the Zhuang Nationality, the "Cuotaiji”
masks of the Y1 Nationality, and the "Tiaotao” masks of the Maonan Nationality. These masks
and their cultures have very high value for study because they have not been affected, or have
been affected only a little, by the Buddhist, Taoist or other religions or by the Han culture.

This picture album, frankly speaking, could have been better, if some other masks of some
remote minority nationality districts of our country could be collected and shown in the album.
This 15 understandable, because the work has just begun to study and inspect the ancient and
traditional cultures, especially the "Sorcerer s Culture” and sacrificial activities, in the above-
sald areas. Such a condition, in my opinion, will be changed in a not long period of time. By
then, a new picture album or book which can better reflect the overall view of China's masks
and mask cultures of different nationalities will come off the press.

The current picture album and those to be published in one or two years will let our Chine-
se readers recognize the important value of mask culture and make foreign scholars and read
ers have a fairly correct and overall understanding of China’'s mask culture. Enjoying these pic-
ture albums, they will be surprised to find that they have entered a colorful and mysterious
world of the Chinese masks.

Qu Liuyi
Beijing
November 1996
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