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PREFACE

The history of China's leather-shadow puppet art goes back to ancient times.

During the Song dynasty it gradually matured and entered its heyday. Since
the Song dynasty, shadow puppets have been made in sheepskin, donkeyhide and
cattlehide instead of paper. They are soaked, scraped and polished to 2 semi-trans-
parent state. Then the figures, stagepropertics, mounuains, rivers, birds and animals
are drawn and painted on. When puppeteers operate the four limbs and bodies
of the figures with three lirtle sticks, light is cast onto white curtains, lively
shows accom panied music and singing are put on. In China’s rural areas, leather-
shadow troupes are on tour in townships and -villages during festivals to add to
the joyous atmosphere.

Shaanxi is the birthplace of China's shadow plays which have never waned
among the people. With the changes of history, Shaanxi leather shadow puppetry
has devided into two styles: the castern one and the western onc according to the
different regions.

The leather shadow art form of the eastern province is scattered througout
Huaxian, Pucheng, Heyang and W einan, etc; while the western province in
Qianxian, Liquan, Jingyang, Zhouzhi and Huxian. Though diffcrent in charac-
teristic, the two areas carry on the traditional aristic features such as the types of
figure-incised stones of the Han dynasty, derived from paper cuts and opera for

defining the shape. These shadow figures generally arc comprised of scholars



young ladics, male characters, beared characters 20d clowns. But each of the par -
ticular opera characters has his own features and distictive disposition. The designs
of figures' costumes and propertics are of traditional pature, having rich national
colours. The dying of leatk..--hadow puppets is simple and bright. The original
colours, presenting a contrast, when integrated with black, making 2 striking buc
harmonious effect.

China's leather-shadow art began to be gradually introduced into East-Asian
countries and Europe in the early thirteenth century. It is s2id that in 1774 Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, the greac German poet, sponsored 2 leather shadow play.
On Goethe's birthday of 1781, a shadow play was performed at the banquer. In 1982,
“San Meci Ban” Leather-Shadow P« ppet Troupe of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many visited Xianyang Ares & Crafts Factory and carried out an exchange of arts
with Li Zhanwen, an old man famous for making leather-shadow puppets. The
members of the troupe performed some parts of Sichuan opera The Story Of
White Snake. After his watching 2 shadowplay in Xianyang, Shaanxi, in July of
1982, Handan, an Amecrican Shadow-play goer, said, “I've been to many countries
and wacched shadow plays there, but yours is the best in the world.”

Li Zhanwen, the famous Shzanxi leather sculptor, now in his scventics, has
been making leather shadow figures for over fifty years. He makes cattlehide
shadow figures of 2 deep and imposing strength, and employs varied and trench-
ant ways of cutting. His carving craftsmanship is meticulous and the colours he

uses are Jurid and eye-catching. He has accumulated 12 books of shadow figures.



totalling over 1,000 pieces, including the traditionzl shadow plays: “Pilgramage
To The West™, “The Romance Of The Threc Kingdoms™ and other folk and fFairy
tales, as well as plays depicting the modern life. The lacge leather sculprure of
“Princess Wencheng Entering Tibet” on the scecen in the Shaanxi Ha)l irez of
the Greac Hall of the People in Beijing was made by Li himself. In 1979, his
works were displayed in the Federal Republic of Germany, Japzn 2ad the Unired
States etc. and were highly praised. In 1980, They were displayed in the Interna-
tional Folk Toy Exhibition in Washington sponsored by the United Nations Child-
ren's Emergency Fund. His cacelehide shadow craft has developed into 2 schoo |
of its own, and has been well received by both Chinese and foreign leather-shadow
craft jovers at China’s Arts & Crafts Exhibition. The cacdlehide shadow puppees
manufactured by Xianyang Leather-shadow Puppet Com pany were chosen as fiae
examples of the arts and crafts of Xianyang city and Shaanxi province. In 1983,
the leather-shadow figure *Lady Yang~ designed by Wu Meiping was made
under the guidance of Li Zhanwen, which was selecced as “che firse prizc winner
of excellent creative design” and won the “Hope Cup” in the Fourch National
Competition of Arts and Ctafts Baihua Prize.

For the purpose of developing exchanges of arts, the X ianyang Leacher-
Shadow Puppet Company has at present a leather shadow play hall and an exhibi-

von hall for visitors to view as weli as to purchase.
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A male youth
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A riding-horse officer
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An official
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A maiden
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A male youth
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A girl in a flowery skirt
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