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A Brief Introduction to the Mysterious
Masks

China’s mask arts originated from the
ancient exorcising ceremony aimed at
driving away devils and pestilence. In
ancient times, our ancestor felt perplexed
and frightened at the diseases, pestilence and
death facing the mankind. They thought
devils were stirring up trouble in human
bodies, so they put on horrified masks and
danced violent and frantic dances to expel
devils and plague. The god to drive away
demons and pestilence with a mask was
called Fang Xiangshi. Nowadays, his image
dressed in black can be still seen in the
funeral procession in China'’s remote areas.
Fang Xiangshi used to sound “Nuo, Nuo”
when he drove away devils. That’s the reason
why the ceremony was called “Nuo” which
means exorcising.

In ancient times,primitive forefather couldn’t
imagine the shape of demons and compared
them to the ugly, horribleness and cruelty.
Masks were more fierce and cruel than
demons, but featured naivete.

The exorcising ceremony was common in
ancient China but very solemn. In the Han
and Tang dynasties, the ceremony had some
amusement and it turned to opera when it
was influenced by the poetic drama set to
music in the Song Dynasty. Then the
ceremony died away in Ming and Qing
dynasties. China had various kinds of
exorcising ceremonies which could be
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divided into “Townsman Nuo,”“Palace Nuo”
and “Army Nuo.” Each used masks when it
was held.

There were many masks, but the most
popular was Tunkou, a tiger-head mask with
a sword in the mouth. It was hung above the
front gate to tranquilize the house. Kaishan
with two horns on the head and a harelip
was said a general under a mythological
warrior and liked to eat devils, “Nuogong”
and “Nuopo” bridged the mankind and
fairyland and played an important role in the
exorcising ceremony. Qintong was the most
favourable among the various types of masks.
He was charmingly naive and funny but an
indispensable part in the “Huanyuannuo.”
With advance of times, the exorcising
ceremony has developed from simple dances
to complicated operas. Dozens of mask operas
featuring the exorcising ceremony have
appeared in China to be performed in the
fixed time. They include Anshun Di Opera
and Dejiang Nuotang Opera in Guizhou
Province, Nanfeng Nuo Opera in dJiangxi
Province, Cengjiangguan Suo Opera and
Zhaotong Duangong Opera in Yunnan
Province, Nuotang Opera in Hubei Province,
Xinhuang Nuotang Opera played by the Tong
Nationality in Hunan Province, Guichi Nuo
Opera in the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous
Region, Nantong Children Opera in Jiangsu
Province, Qu’ao Fan and Drum Nuo Opera
and San Opera in Shanxi Province, Lushan
Qingtan Opera and Hejiang Shidac Opera in
Sichuan Province, Duangong Opera in
Shaanxi Province, Shigong Opera in
Guangdong Province, San Opera in Hebei
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Province, Qiangmu in Xizang Autonomous
Region, Zhuangjiahui in Qinghai Province
and Samai in Northeast China. The memorial
mask opera used to be performed in the
Winter Solstice and the Lantern Festival.
When it was over, masks were put in the box.
When they were taken out, performers would
hold a grand ceremony. Wearing masks,
performers were meant to have become gods
with magical strength. In performances,
players and audience were permeated with
fervour to drive devils and pestilence
together. None of other operas could have
such a result. Mask operas today have
retained a lot of ancient cultureal marrow.

The exorcising ceremony has been in vogue
for several thousand years and the centuries-
old mask opera has created many colourful
masks and sculptures. China’s masks rank
first in the world in kinds and in kinds and
in exquisite carving. They are made of
bronze, jade, pottery, wood, stone, porcelain,
leather, cloth, palm, mud bamboo and paper.
The technique 1is very complicated. For
example, the good-looking masks in Xizang
Opera are inlaid with figured satin. The face,
eyes, nose and mouth are made up of lucky
patterns. The face is inlaid with shells,
agates and calaite. On the forehead are the
Sun and the moon and two ears are hung
with tassels. The whole mask is dazzlingly
brilliant. Generally speaking, masks used for
the exorcising ceremony or the memorial
ceremony are sculptured at a stretch, but
some masks have movable eyes and lower
jaws to reach the strong dramatic result.
Some have only a half face without the lower
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part.

Carving masks is a very sacred matter and
the technique is passed on from generation to
generation. Carving has special demand on
the process, colour and shape. Folk artists
carve masks with their hearts instead of
hands and the masks they create are the
sacred images for people to worship and the
super-natural objects for people to respect.
The masks are imbued with religious ardour.
Though they have their own ways to carve
masks, they all try to exaggerate their works
and let believers keep a psychological
distance with gods and devils so that they
can have a sense of revere. Artists believe
that gods exist in the masks and what they
do is to let them show up. The artistic and
uninhibited style shown in the mask carving
has resulted in the modern arts. This is the
valuable wealth China’s folk arts have
contributed to.

The exorcising ceremony has nearlydied
away in China, but its wish to drive away
devils and pestilence has settled in our blood
and hearts. Nowadays, masks have become
decorations of modern families and children’s
toys. But its derivative, a demon-detector,
still can be seen in the real life.

The book aims to provide plentiful materials
for people to dissect the colourful cultural
connotation of the masks.

--the end
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Shaanxi shehuo mask
Mouse Demon
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Shaanxi shehuo mask Julin God
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Guizhou dixi mask
Old general
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4 BMNHHEAE X#
Guizhou dixi mask
Heaven General
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Guizhou exorcising drama mask
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Guizhou exorcising drama mask The Dragon King



