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It is recorded in the book Han Fei Zi
that Mo Zi was the earliest maker of
kites in China.
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- 1234 %) HERNSHEE

A bronze mirror of the Kin dynasty (115-1234)
cast with a picture of kite flying was unearthed
at Huaidai County, Jilin Province in 1987.




Foreword

When kites fly, float and wheel in a clear blue sky, they are like fish and dragons
swimming in water, eagles and swan geese gliding through the air and celestials riding
on clouds. There are kites equipped with musical devices which emit sound like music
from space. Many of the Chinese kites are works of art. Because of their beautiful shapes,
the beautiful pictures painted on them, their rhythmic movements, the pleasant music
they produce and their harmonious merging with natural surroundings, people have
continued to introduce new gadgets to the kite and never lost interest in making and
flying kites in the past several thousand years.

China is the birthplace of kites with a history of more than 2,500 years. According to
the book Han Fei Zi , "Mo Zi [¢.468-316 B.C.] cut wood to make a kite and completed
it in three years. It flew for a whole day before it came down." Some scholars believe
kites originated long before that time and was invented by sailors on their seafaring
trips. Archaeological finds prove that navigation skills were mastered by the Chinese in
the Shang-Yin time in the 17th-11th centuries B.C.

After their birth in China, kites gradually found their way to other parts of the world.
In his book Science and Civilization in China, Dr. J. Needham said that kites were
brought to Europe in the 12th century. He believed that kites were one of the important
Chinese scientific inventions introduced to Europe. Kites were taken to Japan at a still
earlier date. Japanese scholars generally believe that they were brought to Japan by
Japanese envoys to the court of the Tang dynasty (618-907). Later, kites also found their
way to places in Southeast Asia.

The earliest Chinese kites were made with bamboo and wood and were called "wooden
kites." When kites were made with silk and satin later, they were called "wind scarf."
Still later, when kites were covered with paper, they were called "paper kites." As China
is extensive in area, kites were called by different names in different places, such as
paper, wooden and wind kites, hawks or wind tiles. "Fengzheng" (wind zithers) the
Chinese name for kites, first appeared in written record during the Song dynasty (960-
1279). The book Records of the Origin of Things written by Gao Cheng of the Song
dynasty states that during the Later Han dynasty (947-950) of the Five Dynasties period,
a senior official named Li Ye attached a bamboo pipe to a kite. "When wind blew into
the pipe, it produced a sound like that of a zither." People then began to call this kind of
kites "wind zithers," a name which later applied on all types of kites.

After the 17th century, kites in China went through a period of brilliant development.
Great progress was made in the styles of the kites, the skills of making them, the



decorations and pictures painted on them and the skill of flying them. During the modern
period, kite flying has become a nationwide popular pastime. New ideas, skills and
materials were introduced into the making of kites. There have appeared many different
schools of kite makers.

Kites are now made mainly in Beijing, Tianjin and Shandong in the north and Jiangsu
and Zhejiang in the south.

Many of the designs and pictures of flowers, birds, insects and animals painted on the
kites have symbolic meanings, such as the peony, which symbolizes riches and honour;
swallow as the harbinger of spring; bat, which is a homonym of the word for "blessing";
cat and butterfly, which mean longevity. Most of the kites made in the shape of human
figures are based on characters in classical Chinese novels or legends favoured by the
common people, such as Monk Xuanzhuang and his three disciples: Monkey, Piggy and
Sandy in the mythological novel Journey to the West ; the Eight Taoist Immortals who
did many good things for the people; the fairy maid Magu who fermented fine wine to
celebrate the birthday of Queen Mother of the West.

Kites played an important role in the progress of history. Nobody will doubt that the
kite was the embryonic form of the modern spacecraft. An inscription in the Space
Museum of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington D.C., USA, says that mankind's
earliest flying devices were the Chinese kites and rockets.

Some Chinese historical documents have recorded the use of kites for sending man
aloft and for measuring height and distance in ancient times. Kites were also used for
military purposes, such as finding out how far away the enemy was and sending messages
and materials.

After Kites were introduced to other countries, they were put to even wider use. In
1804, an American made a kite-like flying vehicle. In 1826, a British invented a "winged
vehicle" pulled by a kite. In 1874, an anonymous American crossed a 240-metre-wide
canyon on akite. In the 19th century, the French made use of a kite in a successful rescue
operation at sea. All these happened before the airplane was invented.

Some Western scientists have employed Kites in scientific experiments. In 1749, a
Scottish man named Wilson tied thermometers on a string of six Kites to measure
temperature at different heights by lowering the kite slowly. The American scientist
Benjamin Franklin experimented with Kites in 1752 to investigate atmospheric electricity
by tying a metal wire on a kite when lightning flashed and to prove that lightning in the

sky and electricity generated by a generator was one and the same thing. A British



meteorologist used kites to measure wind velocity in 1833 and obtained useful data.
From then on, kites were used universally as tools in meteorological studies. In the early
20th century, the scientist Guglielmo Marconi used kites as antennas and successfully
transmitted wireless signals across the Atlantic Ocean with Sid Jones on the other shore.

In all these scientific experiments, kites played an indispensable role. Kites will
certainly continue to play a role in scientific and technological development and our
daily life in the future. Kite flying is a pastime not only for the one who flies the kite, but
also for those who watch it. A good kite is also a happy gift to be given to a friend or
relative and to be placed at home as an ornament.

Since its invention, kite flying has gradually become a favourite pastime of the many
ethnic groups in China. As folk customs and aesthetic concepts differ in different regions,
the kites in different regions embody distinct features in the way they are made, shaped,
decorated, painted and flown. To promote the art of Kites, the kites associations in different
places often conduct competitions and exchange of experience. There are now kite
associations in many countries in the world. They invite one another to participate in
international competitions and for exchange of experience in making Kites.

The Kite Festival held in the city of Weifang in China's Shandong Province is a well-
known occasion for holding competitions. It is participated by kite fans both in China
and from all parts of the world. The festival has promoted the development of the art of
kites both in China and other countries and fostered friendship between peoples of
different countries. It has also played an important role in promoting economic growth

and tourism in Weifang.
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Flying a string of swallow kites.
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Types of Kites

As kites are made and flown in vast areas and as there are differences in the materials
and skills with which they are made, the way the kites are classified also differs. They
are usually classified by their contents, such as animals and human figures; images,
such as birds and insects; functions, such as toys and kites for special purposes; size,
such as extra large and medium-sized kites; artistic style, such as traditional and folk
styles.

Kite flying has also become a competitive sport. To facilitate judgement, the All-
China Sports Federation has proclaimed the following way of classifying of the types
and sizes of kites:

The Eight Types of Kites:

1. Dragon Kites: Strings of kites with a dragon or centipede head.

2. Soft-Wing Strings: Several or as many as 100 soft-wing kites are strung together,
such as a string of swan geese.

3. Rigid-Wing Strings: Several or as many as 100 rigid-wing kites are strung together,
such as a string of swallows.

4. Flat Kites: All kites with bamboo strips in the middle and on the edge, a flat surface
and a long tail or line hanging from the trailing edge, such as the eight-trigrams and
human figure kites.

5. Box Kites: All kites with a frame that has length, width and depth, such as kites in
the shape of a palace lantern or big vat.

6. Rigid-Wing Kites: All kites with bamboo strips both above and below, such as the



swallow and human figure kites.

7. Soft-Wing Kites: All kites with bamboo strips above and in the middle, such as the
eagle and dragonfly kites.

8. Free-Style Kites: Large and small Kites that do not belong to the other types and
made with new material or without a frame, such as the soft-bodied large kites made
with nylon.

The Five Sizes of Kites:

Kites of extra large, large, medium, small and miniature sizes.

Beijing is a famous historical and cultural city with a very long kite-flying history.
From the end of the Qing dynasty to the present day, there have emerged four well-
known schools of kite makers, represented by Jin Zhongfu, Ha Guoliang, Ma Jin and
Kong Xiangze.

Kites made by Jin Zhongfu are bold in style and painted in bright contrasty colours.
The Ha-style kites are made with good materials, sturdy frames and fine decorations.
His representative work is the Slim Swallow. Ma Jin was a painter. The kites made by
him are regularly shaped and elegantly painted with lively designs. They are good indoor
ornaments, too. The most distinguished of Ma's kites are the Fairy Maid and Monkey
King. Kong Xiangze developed the styles of kites mentioned by Cao Xuegin in his
Craftsman’s Manual of Southern Hawks and Northern Kites. The kites made by Kong
are noted for the pictures painted on them.

New development of the traditional kites has been made by Liu Hanxiang, who now
lives in Beijing and was a teacher at the Institute of Chinese Opera and Beijing Song and
Dance Ensemble. He is now vice-chairman of the Art Committee of the Beijing
Association of Folk Artists and advisor to the Beijing Kite Association. Becoming
interested in folk art even when he was young, he is a fine painter and skilled in making
Kites. After more than 40 years of study and research, he has created more than 100
different types of kites as represented by the Beijing Dragon, Dragon-Headed Centipede
and Three-Dimensional Centipede Head. The Dragon Head made by him, in particular,
is a breakthrough in the traditional method. The horns, whiskers, eyes, brows and bristles
on the back of the head are detachable. Different from all the other styles of dragon head
and cleverly painted in colour, his dragon head has been favourably received both in
China and abroad.

In the design of his kites, Liu follows the traditional method but is not restricted by it.
On the basis of the age-old traditions, he has made bold innovations. He has taken his
kites to France, Japan, Canada and other countries, demonstrated kite-flying four times
in France and awarded a prize of the highest honour. His Kites have been collected and
preserved in local museums. A special book about the art of his kites has been published
in France. For his artistic achievements, his name has been included in the Who's Who
of the Contemporary World in China.

Liu is nearly 80 years old, but his love for kites has not faded. He is still working
every day to perfect his art and continuing to create new styles of kites.
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A dragon kite.
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A string of soft-wing kites.
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A string of rigid-wing kites.
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A free-style kite.
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A box kite.
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A rigid-wing kite.
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A soft-wing kite.
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A flat kite.



Y%

Dragon Kites
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Kite makers display their work.
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AEwk 100cm
A composite dragon head (100 cm).

MERIpSL (4cm) RERXE

Miniature dragon heads (4 cm) and a dragon kite.
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