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Foreward to the album of The Disappearing Customs of Old Beijing

Hu Jieqing, an old lady who is held in great esteem,
once said, “Folk custom is culture. A state or nation, may be
big or small. As long as its folk custom flourishes and close
attention is paid to folk custom by its people, the culture of
that nation will more highly develop and be invincible.” These
words accurately sum up the precious value of folk custom and
culture. She called on people to make further study of folk
custom and culture and write more about them, adding that we
should ardently love and preserve the fine, beautiful and old
folk custom. As Chinese we are certainly proud of the rich folk
custom and cultural heritage of China which has a very long
history. The preservation and transmission of its folk custom
and cultural heritage deserve more attention. This is because
folk custom is different from official history, which is com-
piled and revised by specialists. The transmission of official
history is guaranteed. Folk custom is collected from thousands
of works of persons who do their jobs on the sideline, saying
rather modestly that they find nothing better to do and are doing
so to while away their time. Their works can be collated and
classified into different categories and into different forms. By
and large they fall into two groups: scripts and pictographs.
The former includes narratives in written language, such as
poems and songs while the latter includes picture and sculpture.
They have survived many calamities and are handed down to
us. But the earlier the epoch the rarer the works. I know this
quite well from personal experience. For instance, if [ were to
find some materials in the period after the Song and Yuan
dynasties, I can get them from official history, in addition to
light readings, reading notes, traditional operas and popular
stories. In respect to pictograph there are many paintings and

sculptures, which provide visual evidence perceived directly

by the eye. But to get materials of pre-Qin days, one can only
find them from archaic Chinese writings which are involved
and abstruse, and from portraits or sculptures on stones or
bricks which are hardly discernible.

Therefore, “fold custom in words without pictures”,
“pictures without words” or written in too brief or sketchy a
style make a difficult job for those who sort out and study
historical accounts of past events. Science is flourishing today.
We have access to all sorts of modern audio-visual devices
which are very convenient. However, these things are popular
in China only in the last twenty or thirty years. Photography
appeared in China at the beginning of this century, but they
contain pictures of weddings or of persons posing in formal
dress. We seldom come across shots on artisans selling their
wares in street or scenes about the life of ordinary people in the
alleyways of Beijing. Luckily, folk pictorials like “Dian Shi
Zhai” a journal containing pictures by popular artists and works
done by folk artisans have recorded life of the ordinary people,
which have filled the void. During the 1920's, Chen Shizeng,
a great master and educator on fine arts painted thirty-four
pictures of Beijing folk custom with poems written by Yao
Mangfu. In the 1930's, painters Li Hua and Chen Zhinong
made sketches of Beijing street scenes which are precious
reference materials. In 1940's, Jin Shoushen wrote many
articles on old Beijing custom and historical anecdotes or
legends, which are excellent works. Later, many persons of
insight devoted themselves to the study of Beijing folk custom
either in picture or words.

Many works and artists are required to record her scenes
by an old capita, which is Beijing with its long history and

extensive and profound culture. A few artists are simply not



enough for the job. The artists may have devoted their entire life
and worked very hard—non-stop in writing or drawing. They
still cannot accomplish the work of presenting old Beijing’s
folk custom in entirety. Seeing the tremendous task ahead, I
want to add my own contribution to the task. As the Chinese
saying goes if everybody pitches in to add an extra fuel as it
were, the flame will rise high; if each does his own bit of
work, it will help the collection and study of Beijing folk
custom. It is with this in mind that I have painted a set of pictures
on the custom and folk culture of Beijing.

The works I have done are as follows, conceived during
my retirement now that I have more time to think carefully
about the past and make drafts accordingly. First, the contents
of pictures are restricted to the period beginning from the
1930's to the end of the 1940's. This can be seen clearly from the
garments depicted in the drawing. Though old men wearing
short tail could be seen occasionally at the time, they were
very few in number. In scope of subject matter I have chosen
“Preserve Paper with Written or Printed Words,” “Window

» o«

Curtain Pictures,” “Guess Riddles Written on Lanterns, ”
and “Moon Cakes as Pastry Offerings”, which are not seen
in word or picture in the works of previous artists. They are not
special handicrafts or trades, but small things in ordinary
people's life. They reflect a side view of local traits, culture
and material life of the people. Second, I choose to draw
pictures whose contents provide “word without picture” or
with pictures but not adequate explanation in words. The
contents therefore are sketchy. These are “Paper God Burned

“Lotus Lantern,”
“Seller of Niche for a Buddhist

Stall Selling Calligraphy and Pictures at Changdian”

as Offerings to the Moon, ” “Figures

Dispelling Evil Spirit,”

”

Statue,

and others. These have been described in articles but there are
no pictures with detailed delineation. People of later genera-
tions can not really appreciate their real meaning nor enjoy their
wonderful fascination. In the form of presentation, I use both
“word” and “picture.” Owing to limited space, I try to make
the written explanation as brief as possible. I do my best to give
information on historical anecdotes, name of alley, nursery
rhyme, common saying and others, such as second hand
cloth stall at Dongsi Pailou, Xisi Pailou, Qudeng Hutong
(match alley)in southern and northern cities, the two stores
making and selling white stove, charcoal sellers mentioned in
traditional comic dialogue and niche to house Buddhist statue.
[ 'try to present Beijing folk custom and culture as an integrated
whole. With regard to “picture,” I use traditional Chinese
painting in fine brushwork, paying close attention to detail so
as to provide readers with materials in images as reference.
Five years have past since I started my work. My desk is
piled with heaps of paintings. I feel joy in my heart. I know they
are by no means monumental works. What I want is to make up
shortages in the presentation of Beijing folk custom and culture.
This will bring comfort to me in my later life. Before closing I
must say: All my paintings are drawn from memory. Errors or
mistakes are unavoidable. I shall be most grateful if readers can

point them out to me so that I can correct them.

Changchun Hou Summer, 1996
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Ponding Oneself with a Brick
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Pinwheel

Pinwheel is a toy children play with
in the first month of the lunar year. It is
mounted on a framework made of sor-
ghum stalks with colourful strips of
paper as wheels. The wheels turn round
continuously when wind blows, which
beat the drum, producing ba ba sound.
During Spring Festival stalls selling pin-
wheel can be found in the side walks in
temple fairs in Beijing. At the Changdian
temple fair at Hufangqiao one hears the
sound of drum coming from nearby the
Xin Hua Street. It comes with the sound
of diabolo and glass trumpet. There are
two kinds of pinwheel. The large ones
have ten wheels and ten drums. The
small ones have two wheels and two
drums.
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Pupudeng and Glass Trum-

pet

Pupudeng and glass trumpet are toys
children buy when they are not in the
presence of parents. In dark red and
gourd shape, Pupudeng is thin at the
bottom. When you blow air into it
through the small aperture, it produces
a metallic sound-pu pu deng via an
enlarged resonant hollow belly. The
glass trumpet, one metre long, is wide
at one end and thin at the other. The
peddler cuts open the thin end with a
steel seesaw, through which the child
blows air into the resonance belly , pro-
ducing a high pitch sound. Parents do
not buy glass toys for fear they may
break and hurt the children, who,
however, buy them when their parents
are away. They love to play with
pupudeng.
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Kite

In old Beijing there are many stalls
selling kite. The peddlers are expert kite
makers. Setting up frames, pasting
paper or silk, drawing colourful de-
signs down to tying up the string—call
for meticulous work on the part of the
maker of kite. Each work process con-
tains special features. Ha Guoliang and
Jin Zhongfu rank as the most famous
kite makers. On the west side of the
street north of Di'anmen City Gate, is
Huoshenmiao. On the northern wall
within the temple a kite stall can be
found. Heiguodi (Black Pan Bottom)
and Shayan (Sand swallow) are the fore-
most kite stalls owned by Jin Zhongfu’ s
descendants, a legacy of the famous fam-
ily of kite makers handed down from
earlier generations. Each lunar year when
Changdian opens, in a small alley on
the east side of the street north of
Haiwangcun, is a kite stall with all
kinds of kites hanging on the wall. It is
an extremely delicate kite made by Ha
Guoliang, another well known kite
maker of Beijing.
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Aiwowo

Aiwowo, a Beijing snack, is sold
at the temple fair during the Spring
Festival. It is steamed glutinous rice in
the shape of dumpling with fillings of
sweetened bean paste, jujub paste haw-
thorn jelly. It has red dots for marking to
tell which kind of filling is the one you
like. Visitors to temple fair can eat them
at the fair or take them home in a paper-
bag. The hawkers usually shout;
“Aiwowo. Come and try its different
fillings.”
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Tanghulu Peddler

Tanghulu, sugar-coated hawthorn

strung on skewer made of twig of chaste
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tree, is a special buy in Changdian
Temple Fair during Spring Festival. It is
made of malt sugar from millet, com-

Iq ! 4 \,M
\vt 1 ¥ § i
'\." } monly called small sugar in Chinese.
..A \ 4l Wi y. g
m ol \é L !(,,,,\ Tanghulu come in 3-chi or roughly one
,::.., M \;w metre and 5 or 6 chi in measurement.
Ll :v, ‘ AR

The malt sugar is milk white. A red or
green paper banner is attached to the top
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