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History of Chinese Acrobatic Art

Preface

The word “acrobatics” can be traced back in “Han History—Wu Emperor Chronicles” ,in the
third year of Yuanfeng (108 B.C.) called “horn—resisting” .The notes written by Wenying from Eastern
Han Dynasty said, “so called because two resisted against each other by horns on their heads, that was
acrobatics.” Therefore, acrobatic art has a long history in China. In ancient tales of war between Huangdi
and Chiyou, there was a game displaying the battle between man and man or between man and beast,
called Chiyou game. At that time, people often took this kind of games for entertainment or body—
building during the intervals of nomadic life, farming and wars. In the game, the two opponents, face
to face, wore ox—horns on their heads and fought against each other, so the game was also called horn—
resisting game. In his work Book of History: Biography of Li Si, Sima Qian, great historian, once said,
in the second year of Second Emperor of Qin Dynasty (208 B.C.), there gathered at Ganquan Palace of
Xianyang many artists presenting the horn—resisting games. From this historical record, we can say that
the horn—resisting game was the beginning of our acrobatics. During the reign of the Wu Emperor of
the Western Han Dynasty, the horn—resisting game got new development, and it became an acrobatic
art including varieties of items, hence the name of "hundred games". The Tang Dynasty was a period in
Chinese feudal society when economy developed and culture prospered. During that period, acrobatic
art got further development. Both performing skills and accompanying music reached a fairly high level.
Up to the Song Dynasty, acrobatic items became even more varied, amounting to hundreds of kinds.
After the continued development through the Ming and Qing dynasties, the acrobatic art reached an even
higher level. At that time, many excellent acrobatic performers gave their performances on temple fairs,
and they were warmly received by the laboring people. Coming into the modern time, with frequent
exchange of Chinese and foreign culture, Chinese acrobatics absorbed fine elements from foreign arts and
merged with them on the original bases, forming a rich and colorful acrobatic art with unique Chinese
features. It embodies the Chinese people's national spirit of industry, brevity, wisdom, innovation,
optimism and making unremitting efforts.

In sum, acrobatic art has been an important part of Chinese excellent traditional culture. In the old
society, the acrobatic artists belonged to the lower strata of society, and acrobatic art was considered as
insignificant skill and could not appeal to the refined taste. After the founding of the People's Republic

of China, the social status of acrobatic artists was raised remarkably and great attention was paid to
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acrobatic art, which became an important content in China's cultural exchange with foreign countries.
In international acrobatics competitions, Chinese acrobatic artists kept winning great awards and enjoyed
high reputation in the world. However, the research on the history of Chinese acrobatic art has been
comparatively weak. Works on this research were scarce, and materials were not sufficient. To inherit and
develop this fine cultural heritage, raise the self—confidence and dignity of the nation, we have compiled
this systematic and comprehensive work History of Chinese Acrobatic Art, to meet the demands of
socialist reform and opening and the economic and cultural construction.

The time span of this book is from the remote ancient time to the contemporary China. According
to chronological sequence, this book is divided into six parts of pre—Qin period; Qin and Han dynasties;
Wei, Jin and North and South dynasties; Song, Liao, Jin and Yuan dynasties; Ming and Qing dynasties;
modern and contemporary times.

The book strives to aim at:

A. Making materials full and accurate. As mentioned above, owing to the fact that, in old China,
acrobatic artists and art had a low social status and were despised, records of this kind were scarce and
scattered. Although things were improved after the founding of New China, the lagging state of the
research on acrobatics was not changed basically. Besides referring to a few works on acrobatics left
from ancient time and very few records in official history, writers of this book have purposely studied
collections of poems, books of anecdotes, notes and stories of all dynasties, related materials in newspapers
and journals, stone carvings and paintings,and absorbed some latest research results of contemporary time
including overseas. According to incomplete statistics, the main reference books cover about 300 kinds. In
addition, we have analyzed some superstitious and exaggerated elements in historical records, removed the
sham and crude, retained the true and refined, got rid of the dregs and kept the essence, so as to restore
the original appearance as true to history as possible.

B. Making the contents rich. This book has not only related the origins of acrobatic art and
the history of development in various historical periods, the performing styles and skills of acrobatics,
the organizations and schools of acrobatics and the rite system, life anecdotes of acrobatic artists,
and biographies of famous artists, but also the social and historical background associated with the
development of acrobatics, such as productive labor, science and technology, politics, diplomatic and
military affairs, ethnic relations, class relationships, secret associations, religious beliefs, folk customs, etc.
Viewing acrobatics on this vast historical arena makes this book meet the basic demands of a history of
Chinese acrobatic art.

C. Making both texts and illustrations rich. A history of acrobatic art is different from an ordinary
history book. Only the texts can not serve the purpose, but there must be illustrations to go with the texts
so as to make the readers see clearly and understand the performing styles and excellent skills of acrobatics
in various historical periods. For this sake, this book has collected a fairly big number of picture materials,

both ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign. After fine selection, 400 pictures are retained, among
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which some are rare ones.

D. Making the ancient serve the present. This is precisely the basic aim in compiling this book.
Chinese acrobatic art has a long history and varied sources. It has long occupied a leading position in the
world, and formed rich and colorful performing styles with unique features and skills with high level of
difficulty, many of which have not handed down and need further probing,inheriting and developing.
What is more, the artists' patriotic spirit of loving the country and cherishing the whole world, their
devoted spirit of drawing all the merits from ancient and modern, from both Chinese and foreign
acrobatics, their fine virtue and lofty morality in setting examples of living, are all traditional Chinese
fine virtues worth inheriting and developing. All this is not only an invaluable historical heritage for the
acrobatic circles, but an important content in the construction of spiritual civilization.

The history of Chinese acrobatic art is a comprehensive and interdisciplinary subject, not only
confining to the acrobatic art itself, but also covering contents in various areas, such as history science,
literature, and sociology. Therefore, we have organized a fairly highly trained group of writers, including
scholars and professors of history and classical Chinese literature, but also acrobatic choreographers,
directors, and theoretical researchers. In this way, we can cooperate and learn from each other for
deficiencies, and finally work out the whole book. As we are from different professions and the levels and
styles of writing were also different, and it is difficult to merge all the materials from different specialties,
there are bound to have improper or mistaken points in the book. Besids, we are not quite sure as to
whether we have attained or to what extent we have attained our above—mentioned goal.- All this has to
be mended by criticisms and corrections from experts and our readers, so that we can make our revisions

in the days to come.

An Zuozhang

Research Center of Qilu Culture
Shandong Normal University
Jinan, China

October, 2011

( Translated by Hou Mingjun )
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