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| . The Inheritance and Evolution of Shadow Play

The Shadow Play is a traditional folk dramatic form of China with a history of more than 2,
000 years and cultural significance. Just like other forms of art, the emergence and evolution of it
is deep-rooted in the life and production of the people.

Legend has it that the shadow play was first originated in the period of Emperor Liu Heng in
the Western Han Dynasty. One day, when the little prince Liu Qi was crying, a concubine in the
palace picked a candlenut leaf and moved it in order to please him. As expected, the prince stopped
crying and laughed. Then she put the leaf on the window to delight him through the shadow of the
leaf under the sunlight, which aroused his curiosity and interest. After this, she continued to cut the
leaves into the different figures, horses and dogs to play with him. This can be regarded as the
earliest shadow play.

Another story is that after the death of his wife, Emperor Liu Che had become so sad and
weak because of missing her. A minister chose a maid, who resembled his wife, stood behind the
curtain to comfort the emperor through the shadow cast on it. This is another earliest example of
shadow play being used to meet the spiritual need of the people.

Since the establishment of the Tang Dynasty, with the popularity of Buddhism it became
common for most of the official families to invite monks to the funeral to recite sutra for the dead
people. The monks usually cut some paper puppets to represent the dead people for the oblation
and recited sutra to them. Others cut paper figures, paper horses to be burned after the funeral in the
hope of serving the dead people in their new world. With the development of these rituals, the

figures and application of the paper puppets have become more and more popular, forming the
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