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Foreword

Chinese acrobatics has a long history.
According to historical records and objects
— relief carvings on ancient tombs, stone
carvings, brick carvings, murals in temples
and grottoes, decorative patterns on uten-
sils— Chinese acrobatics had already reached
a high standard as a performing art by the
Western Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-A.D. 24).

Chinese acrobatics originated among
the people as witnessed by its unique nation-
al style and rich flavour of life. Most of
the props used on the stage are common
utensils such as plates, bowls, jars, vases,
tables, chairs, benches and ladders, which

acrobats skilfully use to present feats of
wonder in performances reflecting the wis-
dom, hard work, courage, fortitude and
optimism of the Chinese people. In its
long history, however, it has developed
along a tortuous path through numerous
setbacks. In old China, acrobatics was
regarded as itinerant entertainment not to
be staged in theatres. Acrobats lived a
vagrant life, wandering from place to place
to sell their art on the street. Many, unable
to make a living from acrobatics, had to do
other manual work to support themselves,
which limited the development of the art.



After the founding of the People’s
Republic of China, the art gained a new vital-
ity as it began to be staged in theatres, and
the status of acrobats was raised to end
their vagabond life. Under this vigorous
development, many new acts, particularly
in balancing and somersaulting, were intro-
duced. Meanwhile, traditional Chinese ac-
robatic acts, such as ‘““Handstands on Stacked
Chairs”, “Lion Dance”, ‘“Plate Spinning”,
“Jumping Through Hoops”, ‘““Diabolo Play”
and ‘““Pagoda of Bowls”, have received an
enthusiastic welcome from audiences both
at home and abroad. Guided by the princi-
ple of “letting a hundred flowers blossom
and weeding through the old to bring forth
the new”, artists have made painstaking
cfforts in recent years to improve the design
of acts, raise their standard, increase variety,
add musical accompaniment, design better
costumes, experiment with lighting, perfect

stage design and train a younger generation.
Acrobatics thus is in full blossom among
the other flowers in .the Chinese art
garden.

Acrobatics has long been important
in the cultural exchange between China and
other nations. In the past 30 years, acro-
batic troupes have gone abroad delighting
audiences in different countries. Acting
as cultural emissaries, acrobats have pro-
moted friendship and understanding between
the Chinese and the people of other countries.
At the same time they also have drawn
valuable experience from their acrobatic
counterparts in other countries to add more
colour to Chinese acrobatic art.

Included in this album are 39 kinds of
performances from Chinese acrobatics
through which readers can have a com-
prehensive look at the achievements of this
traditional Chinese art.
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Historical Records P g —
(lian) of the Han Dyn-
asty (206 B.C.-A.D. 220).
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A carved brick of the Han Dynasty
from Pengxian County, Sichuan Province.
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A brick carving depicting the art of acrobatics unearthed in 1981 from a
tomb of the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220) at Xinye, Henan Province.
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Lion Dance

The Lion Dance is among the most popular
of what were called “Imitation Performances™ in
ancient China in which acrobats in costume imitate
animals. The lion’s head is made of painted papier-
mache while its coat is woven silk and hemp (or
yak’s hair for 'stage performances). The larger
lion — which shakes its head, wags its tail and rolls
on the ground —is played by two acrobats, one
standing in front to control the head and the other
bending over to control the body. The smaller
lion is played by a single acrobat. In recent years,
acrobats have expanded the lion’s repertoire of feats
to include treading a ball across a seesaw and stand-
ing on stacked benches — acts which display the
brave, lively and playful character of the lion
through high acrobatic skill.
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