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Beijing's leather figure of a military official
carved by Lu Lianda
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The design of the leather figures of shadow play, like the designs of other Chinese traditional art forms,
shows its unique artistic value.

With the development of shadow play, the design of the leather figures evolved into a special art form.
Bold, unpretentious, or delicate figures were engraved on hides with sharp knives and distinctive, special
works of art were produced. Those works of art depict Chinese traditional custom and reflect the national
aesthetic value.

With the advancement of the reform and opening to the outside world, traditional Chinese culture has been
strongly influenced by western culture, and Chinese traditional arts are in need of redefinition. It is found
recently by a number of artists that the root of Chinese national art is Chinese folk art which shows the
national spirit of perseverance and leniency. While all the countries are searching for the roots of their own
cultures, to study the shadow play of Shanxi Province could reveal the origin of folk arts and the importance
of folk arts in culture; therefore, to develop folk arts in the future.

A number of scholars believe that shadow play originated from the Han Dynasty, and they would cite from
The Records of the Relatives of the Concubines of the Emperor of Han Book, “Concubine Li died young.
Emperor Wu of the Western Han Dynasty missed her very much. An occultist named Shaoweng said he
could recall the spirit of Concubine Li. One night, he lighted a room with candles and put up a curtain,
setting wine and meat on a table. Sitting afar, the emperor saw the shadow of a beautiful lady who looked
like Concubine Li on the curtain. Unable to see her clearly, the emperor missed her more and made a poem:
‘Is it she or not? I wait for her to come, but why doesn’ t she come?’ Then the poem was sung by the
musician of the imperial palace.” The emperor’ s watching the shadow projected on the curtain lighted
by candles is similar to the watching of a shadow play. Gu Jiegang, a famous historian and socialist,
commented on this story 60 years ago, “What Emperor Wu saw was neither the shadow of a ghost nor
a human being. It was the same as that in a shadow play. ‘Is it she or not? "This line of the poem shows
that the shadow was not totally the same as that of Concubine Li. In a shadow play the shadow is not totally
identical to the real figure either.”

Gao Cheng of the Song Dynasty also cited the story of Emperor Wu and Concubine Li in Shi Wu Ji Yuan
—The Origin of Things, “Shadow play originated from the Han Dynasty.” Based on these records, Wei
Song of the Qing Dynasty also wrote in Yi Shi Ji Shi — The Source of Things that shadow play originated
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Beijing’s leather figure of a military official carved by Lu Hai
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Yang Ren—Heilongjiang'’s leather figure carved by Fu Zuoren

from the Han Dynasty.

Recently, many articles in newspapers have
been commenting on the tricks the occultist
played. Some say the shadow was that of an
imperial maid, and some others believe that the
shadow was that of a piece of paper or hide cut
in the shape of Concubine Li. To solve this
problem, the origin of the opera is helpful. Mr.
Wang Jing " an wrote in The History of the Opera
of the Song and Yuan Dynasties that singing and
dancing originated from witchcraft, appearing as
early as in the Spring and Autumn Period, which
is believed to be the predecessor of the opera.
In shadow play the shadows of the leather
figures play the role of actors. In Kuilei Xi
(puppet show) of old times, the puppets also
played the role of actors. Therefore, shadow
play is wrongly confused with Kuilei Xi by
many people. Duan Anjie of the Tang Dynasty
wrote in Imperial Music, “the first emperor of
the Han Dynasty was once surrounded by the
army of Mo Du in Ping City. Chen Ping —a
civil official of the Han Dynasty learned that
Mo Du’s wife Yanzhi was very jealous. Then
he proposed to play a puppet who acted as a
beautiful dancer on the wall of Ping City. Mo
Du’ s wife took it wrongly as a real human
being. Fearing that Mo Du would take the
“beautiful dancer” as his concubine, Mo
Du’ s wife asked Mo Du to leave Ping City.
Since the puppet helped to dispel the enemies,
it is clear that puppet show must have had a long
history since the puppet was so vivid that it
could not be manufactured in haste. Gu Jiegang
surmised, “Itis possible that puppets existed
in the Zhou Dynasty.” In the story of Emperor
Wu and his Concubine Li, the occultist prob-
ably played a puppet behind the curtain lighted
by the candle lights.



During the Tang Dynasty, Buddhism flourished. To disseminate Buddhism, the classics of Buddhism were
transformed into stories called Bianwen—a kind of rhymed essay, and finally evolved into Baojuan—
one genre of Bianwen. Those stories were performed in shadow play which were called by Buddhists as
Singing Classics of Buddhism.

Qi Rushan believed in his book Gu Du Bai Xi Tu Kao—The Evaluation of the Pictures of Operas Playing
in the Capital that, “It is probable that Xuanzong of the Tang Dynasty advocated shadow play even
though no written records exist...Shadow play could not flourish in the Song Dynasty without a reasonable
period of development.” Du You, a historian and politician of the Tang Dynasty wrote in “San Yue—
All Kinds of Plays” of Tong Dian — The Study of the Policies of Chinese Governments that the plays
Xuanzong of the Tang Dynasty advocated included: Big Face—a kind of play in which the actor wears
a mask playing the role of a soldier fighting on the battle field, Head Lifting—a kind of play in which the
actor wears a mask with the hair uncombed playing the role of a man fighting with a beast, Dancing Women
— a kind of play in which the actress dances and sings telling the story of his husband beating her and
puppet show and so on. Shadow play, however, was not mentioned as one of those plays. Gu Jiegang
surmised that, “Puppet show actually includes puppet play and shadow play. Since common people
couldn’t tell the difference between the two kinds of plays, so they call both of them puppet show. Thus
the existence of puppet show certified the existence of shadow play.” During the early years of the
Northern Song Dynasty, shadow play flourished in the capital city — Bianliang (Kaifeng of today).
According to Dong Jing Meng Hua Lu—Comprehensive Study of the Capital City of the Northern Song
Dynasty by Meng Yuanlao of the Song Dynasty, in the capital city, there were many entertainment places
called Wasi where all kinds of plays were staged. “The audience went to Wasi every day in spite of the bad
weather.” Shadow play was heartily welcomed and staged in Wasi as a special program by famous players
such as Dong Shiwu, Zhao Qi, Cao Baoyi and so on. In the Song Dynasty a number of books recorded
shadow play.

It is recorded in Shi Wu Ji Yuan—The Origin of Things by Gao Cheng, “During the reign of Renzong of
the Song Dynasty, based on the story of the Three Kingdoms, the leather figures of the shadow play of the
Three Kingdoms were designed.”

One story about shadow play is told in Ming Dao Za Zhi—Instructing Stories by Zhang Lei."In the capital
city there was a rich young man whose parents had died when he was still young. Rogues tried all kinds
of tricks to cheat him out of money. This young man liked watching shadow play very much. When
watching the shadow play of the Three Kingdoms, every time when it came to the scene of Guan Yu (a
very famous military official) being killed, he would shed tears and ask the player to stop playing for a
moment. One day the player of the shadow play told him ‘Guan Yu was a very ferocious military official.
If today in the shadow play he would be beheaded, the ghost might hold grudges. Please pay sacrifice to
the ghost when Guan Yu would be beheaded in the shadow play.” This young rich man agreed. Then the
player asked for money for the sacrifice—meat and drink for the ghost, and the young man also provided
scores of silverwares. When it came to the moment when Guan Yu would be beheaded in the shadow play,
the sacrifice was set out and some rogues enjoyed it. Afterwards, they told the rich young man that the

silverwares should be distributed to show the respect to the ghost of Guan Yu . Being afraid of being
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avenged by the ghost, the young man distributed the silver-
wares unwillingly.”

Shadow play is also recorded in Du Cheng Ji Sheng —The
Encyclopedia about Lin* an City by Nai Deweng. Lin’ an
City was the capital of the Southern Song Dynasty. “In the
capital, the figures of shadow play were first cut with white
paper but gradually with development they were engraved
on colored hides. The upright persons have graceful appear-
ances and the wicked persons have ugly faces. The story of

one shadow play is the combination of real history and

legends.”

Catalogue of the Customs and Beautiful Scenes of Lin’ an

City by Wu Zimu." At first, the craftsmen of shadow play cut

the figures with white paper, and then with the advancement
I
of the skills the figures were engraved on sheep hides which Bt AR

. . . Hebei's leather figure of a military official
are easier to be maintained. Colors were also applied on the ?

| % Shadow play is also recorded in Meng Liang Lu — The
7¢ | hides.

f - Itis recorded in Dong Jing Meng Hua Lu—Comprehensive

Study of the Capital City of the Northern Song Dynasty by

Meng Yuanlao of the Song Dynasty that“In the Wasi of the

capital city, there are a lot of famous shadow players such as
Dong Shiwu, Zhao Qi, Cao Baoyi, Zhu Po’er, Mo Kuntuo,
Feng Sengge, Cu Liujie. Another kind of play is called
Nonggiao Shadow Play (also called Bigger Shadow Play in
which the real persons, instead of the cut figures, played on
; the stage to the accompaniment of the singing of the singer
| behind the stage. Thus Nonggiao Shadow Play is different

_’f- from shadow play.)... Other kinds of plays are countless.
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Despite the bad weather, every day every Wasi is full of
. audience. ... In almost every street of the capital city there are
| imperial sites for all kinds of plays. Even in very narrow
streets where there are no imperial sites, there would be a
small shed for shadow play.”

Book Six of Wu Lin Jiu Shi — The Encyclopedia of the
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Capital of the Southern Song Dynasty records performers of 4 F - Sadb R

i all kinds of plays among which there are a score of players Hebei's leather figure of a lady
| of shadow play such as Jia Zhen, Jia Xiong, Shang Baoyi, Jia
|

Wei, Jia Yi, Jia You, Fu Da, Fu Er, Fu San, Shen Xian, Chen



