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MASKS AND SHADOW PLAY OF CHINA

There are many kinds of masks in China, which are used in a lot of occasions
such as sacrificing ceremonies, village performances and operas. According to
their functions and usage, Chinese masks can be basically divided into two
categories: one is to be wore in performances, the other is hung on the lintel of a
door or window columns as a decoration or for expelling evils.

Chinese masks first appeared in the sacrificing rites to drive out ghosts and
epidemics, which was called “7vd’. At such ceremonies, people danced with
weapons in their hands, presenting contents of expelling and capturing ghosts.
In remote antiquity, people felt perplexed and awed with the unpredictable nature,
the diseases they were suffering and epidemics causing great deaths. They
thought all these disasters were brought to them by ferocious ghosts, so they did
religious rites or sorcery to expel evil influences and invoke blessings. The masks
used in sacrificing ceremonies usually look ugly ,cruel and horrifying, which , as
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people believde, could frighten ghosts and epi-
demics away.

During the Shang and Zhou dynasties (17cen-
tury BC-256 BC), the sacrificing ceremony was
popular. The dominant figure in such rites was
called “Fang Xiang Shi” ,who wore a bronze
mask ,with hands covered with bear’s skin, four
eyes dotted by gold ,dressed in red and black.
He held a dagger-axe and a shield, leading a
hundred slaves to drive out ghosts. Therefore,
the dance in such an occasion was also called
“Wan Xiang Dance”.

From the Han Dynasty to the Sui Dynasty (206
BC-618), Chinese feudal economy was daily
thriving. The scale for sacrificing became larger
and larger. Twelve divine animals performed by
12 youngsters and a dancing team composed of
120 children from noble families were introduced.
The dance was then given a name “Twelve-God
Dance”.

By the Tang Dynasty (618-907), the sacrific-
ing ceremony was developed into a form of
entertainment. The mysterious and terrifying at-
mosphere was gradually weakened. The cer-



emony for driving out ghosts became a festival for common people. While pursu-
ing sacredness, people got happiness. A musical dance named “King of Lanling
at War” vividly depicted a war scene. Gao Changgong, the fourth son of Duke
Wen Xiang of the Northern Qi Dynasty, was handsome and had a beautiful voice,
so he had to put on a cruel mask to frighten enemies. At last, he won the fighting.

In the Song Dynasty ,influenced by za/u/ (a poetic drama set to music), sanyue
and nanx/(a kind of local classical opera in South China), the sacrificing cer-
emony became more and more integrated with worldly entertaining activities.
Such figures as Fang Xiang Shi and Twelve Divine Animals disappeared. What
replaced them were characters in local legends, for example, the “General”, “Door
God ”. “Little Sister” and “Zhong Kui ”. To the worship of Gods were added con-
tents of Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism. The sorts and numbers of masks
increased sharply. The images displayed also gradually changed into worldly
persons acceptable by common people. As time passes by , the sacrificing cer-
emony finally developed into the present custom of getting rid of the old to make
way for the new.

At first , masks were made of heavy and expensive materials such as gold,
jade, bronze, iron or silk. As the sacrificing ceremony went closer and closer to
common people, cheap and light materials began to be used, including wood,
rind, paper and mud. Due to different techniques of makers and different materi-
als in different places, masks take on different features.

Masks with the most striking characteristics are those in Guizhou and Tibet of
Southwest China. Guizhou mask is usually carved out of inflexible Chinese little-
leaf box or clove and composed of three parts: the face, helmet and ears. The
face and helmet are on the same timber, and the ears are made of offcuts, which
are tied to the two sides of the mask. After being colorfully painted, it will be
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polished by tung oil. Tibetan mask is often made
of leathers. First, sew up a bag with leather, then
open several holes on it to be eyes, nostrils and
mouth, thus a simple mask is formed. The more
exquisite one will be mounted with silk, outlined
by auspicious designs around the five sense
organs, inlaid with shells, agate and calaite on
the face, decorated with sun and moon designs
on forehead and tassels down the two ears. The
mask looks brilliant and great. The mud mask is
made of mud and wood. At first, they are modu-
lated into a head, then the head model will be
mounted by telae and mud. Once it is dried, it
will be painted and polished. The ladle mask used
in village performances is made of wood water
ladle usually found in Chinese rural areas. They
feature various colors and distinct images.

Chinese mask has gone on through centuries.
It truly reflects the living customs, ideology and
beliefs of the Chinese nation, with high artistic
and research values.
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Little servant
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Qin Shubao

(a general in the Tang Dynasty)
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God of peace and harmony
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Lei Xia and Bai Yuan (white ape)
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BIVR

Young general from an ethnic group
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Liu Yi




