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A Pictorial History of Chinese Dance

Preface

A Pictorial History of Chinese Dance is the first panoramic book which uses compre-
hensive pictures to illustrate the history of Chinese dance and its related culture of human
body. It contains nearly one thousand historical relic pictures, photos and rubbings which
not only express the magnificent art of traditional Chinese dance, but also reflect contempo-
rary Chinese dance performed on the stage as well as Chinese national minorities’ dances
and folk dances that have significant impacts on ritual and daily life.

Part I* Ancient Dance’ explores different dances from primitive society to feudalist so-
ciety. In order to illustrate the style and features of Chinese ancient dance, we employ a
large number of historical relic pictures with brief explanations. This part covers several
peak periods: the Western Zhou, Han, Tang, and Song Dynasties. The pictures published
here were selected from a wide range of historical remains and cultural relics retrieved from
ancient times through archaeological investigation. They include dancer figurines, ancient
bricks with pictures, carved stones, frescos, and dance images on cultural relics kept over-
seas. A lot of precious pictures are published here for the first time, and others published be-,
fore are now supplemented with new explanations after our further research. This part not
only gives readers an impression of the long history of Chinese culture and dance, but also
provides guidance and evidence for people who are interested in studying Chinese institu-
tions, cultural relics, poems, songs, paintings, dresses and decorations, etc.

After 1840, the Chinese history entered a new period of fighting against imperialism
and feudalism, and struggling for modernization. Dance in this period was naturally influ-
enced by the revolutionary movements. The successive parts of this book illustrate the
movements from the“New Cultural Movement” in the early period to the“Land Revolu-
tion”, the“Anti — Japanese War” (including progressive dance in both Communist and Na-
tionalist Areas), and the Yangge Movement in Yan’an later. It provides a pictorial under-
standing of the great historical changes that occurred in China in the period since the late
19th century. :

Chinese dance has undergone a special historical development. Dance in primitive soci-
ety was the full expression of human culture. Many nationalities have similar initial develop-
ments. However, when human society entered slave society, differences appeared between



the East and the West. In China, during the Western Zhou Period, music and dance became
the centre of all kinds of cultural phenomena. ‘Zhi Li Zuo Yue’ (making etiquette and mu-
sic)was the first priority of national political life and the most important event of popular
culture. In the Han and Tang Dynasties, dance was still an important component of our na-
tional culture, equal to other cultural phenomena. Nevertheless, following the changes of
rulers and war, some famous dances such as Ba Yu Dance, Seven Plates Dance disappeared.
We could only imagine and appreciate their beauty through poems and historical relics. Af-
ter the Song and Yuan Dynasties, following the popularity of the Chinese Traditional Opera
and the ideological control of the Neo — Confucianism, the situation changed completely.
The majority Han Nationality, from top officials to ordinary people, gave up the tradition of
participating in dance and music activities. The Han Nationality became a nationality with-
out much dance capacity, and this tragic change was regretted by many historians and
artists in later periods of time.

In fact, Chinese dance as a special kind of Eastern culture did not disappear entirely.
The beauty of classical dance was still kept in the Chinese Traditional Opera. After the
Song and Yuan Dynasties, the Chinese Tradintional Opera not only kept the style of dance,
but also developed many forms, such as “Kunqu Opera”, “Peking Opera”and many regional
operas. It became a great and complete artistic system.On the other hand, folk dance and
Chinese national minorities” dances, which had close links with people’ s daily life since
primitive times, continued all over the country. Particularly in ritual and worshiping activi-
ties, dance was still the most important way of expressing the meaning of life and the uni-
verse. In regard to these, this book contains two special chapters respectively on dance in
the Chinese Traditional Opera and Chinese national minorities dance and folk dance.

Chinese drama is a kind of opera performance with a dance style. During the passage of
seven to eight hundred years, it accumulated many types of dance skills, body movements
and performance systems. It also created many famous performing artists, such as Mei Lan
— fang, Zhou Xin - fang and Cheng Yan — giu. Mei Lan — fang was the first artist to intro-
duce the Peking(Beijing) Opera and traditional Chinese dance to Western audiences. In the
1930s, he performed the Sword Dance and Stroking Dance in the United States. His perfor-
mance was praised by international dance critics as “a special dance with the spirit of life”.

Opera dance not only kept the traditional dance characteristics which disappeared dur-
ing the Song and Yuan Periods, but also formed a special dance system which was different
from any other type of dance. The chapter on Opera Dance introduces the development of
the dance in the Chinese Traditional Opera. It focuses on the style of several famous artists,
including Mei Lan — fang, Cheng Yan — giu, Xun Hui — sheng and Shang Xiao - yun. It also
analyses different forms of opera including Kunqu Opera, Peking Opera, Bang Zi Opera,
Gaojia Opera, Liyuan Opera, Qin Opera, Jin Opera, etc. Other national minorities’ opera
dance is also discussed in this chapter. In addition, information on these performers’ cos-
tumes, decoration and props is also provided. Readers can thus understand the aesthetic
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character of Chinese traditional dance and its special way of expression.

The chapter of Chinese National Minorities Dance and Folk Dance is based on our long
time field studies in different regions and analysis of history from primitive society to the
present, and horizontal comparisons between different dances and nationalities.

Part VI“Eastern Human Body Culture”shows the unique style which is different from
other books on the history of dance. The research of Human Body Culture is now still a new
area in the world. Based mainly on the comprehensive research of dance, Wushu, acrobatics,
Yoga, Qigong, etc. , one of the editors — in — chief, Prof. Liu Jun — xiang, founded the re-
search system of this Eastern Human Body Cuture which will provide a wider research area
for dance culture. This part will give a brief introduction to the system.

A Pictorial History of Chinese Dance is one of the Chinese national key projects in art
research held by Dance Research Institute under China National Arts Academy. Based on a
long period of accumulation on information and research by the Institute, and a long term
cooperation among our colleagues, this book of vast and numerous contents could be finally
completed. In terms of analysis of contemporary dancers and their performances, we insist
on analysing their expertises and special body movements. We treat classical dance in the
same way. In addition, this book emphasizes both practical and theoretical issues in order to
provide references for choreographers in creating new dance works, as well as details for
Chinese dance history studies which combine archaeology, art, history, popular culture with
aesthetic appreciation.

This book may have missed some points, and that’s why we look forward to receiving
critique from our readers. ‘

The authors are experts at the Dance Research Institute under China National Arts A.-
cademy . Editors — in — Chief are Prof.Dong Xi — jiu and Prof.Liu Jun — xiang and Editors in-

clude Prof. Fu Zhao — xian, Liu Feng — zhen and Wu Yun — ming. We have also invited Prof.

Yin Fa —lu, expert in ancient Chinese music and dance in the Department of Chinese Lan-
guage & . Literature, Beijing University, Prof.Chang Ren — xia of Central Academy of Fine
Arts and Prof. Su Bai of the Department of Archaeology, Beijing University to be our advis-
ers. The Preface and Contents Table are translated into English and proofread by Dr. Zhu
Ying and Prof. Ou Jian — ping, in order to give a general idea on this book to our overseas
readery for the purpose(s) of either historical studies or/and aesthetic enjoyment.
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