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Gaoping Folk Arts and
The Chinese Primitive Philosophy

By fin Gctin

Folk arts, or collective arts, were created by the broad masses of people to
meet the needs of social life. Their practical needs in combination with local folk-
lore reflect the cultural consciousness, philosophic concepts, psychological char-
acteristics and the nation's spirit expressed by local communities. All these have,
in turn, determined the important role folk arts have played in developing the
Chinese culture.

Survival and multiplication have been the two principles for the humankind.
Thus, the consciousness on life and propagation constitute the basic human cul-
ture, which further developed into the yin and yang concept, the combination of
yin and yang created all things on the earth. This is a primitive philosophy in
China: All things are full of life and grow forever. This philosophy serves as the
basis of the Chinese culture and a basic connotation of folk arts. The birth of the
splendid traditional Chinese culture has made a great contribution to the Chinese
civilization, and will contribute more to the integration of ancient and modern civi-
lization.

The primitive philosophy of yin and yang, and of continuous reproduction per-
meates through everything in local people's social life and in their practical pro-
duction £fl in food, clothing, housing, transportation, etiquette, holiday celebra-
tions and religious belief. The main connotation of Gaoping folk arts and the themes
of the Chinese folklore are closely related to the universe which is regarded as
the female parent (the totem symbol) of all things on the earth.

The artistic themes about wedding customs are always related to the yin and
yang philosophy (the union of heaven with earth, men with women, and male with
female). Artistic themes about funeral customs tell that the dead persons are on
their way to the original universe where they had come from.

Food is the first necessity of people. Wheat was introduced to North China
from the Lesser Asian Plateau more than four thousand years ago. Gaoping people
have ever since made steamed bread pieces for big events and as sacrificial
offerings. Gaoping is located on the middle reaches of the Yellow River, the birth-
place of the ancient civilization of China. A legend about the Yan Emperor (also
known as Shennong, the Divine Farmer) and the God of Sun tells that the Yan
Emperor's clan good at farming originated from the Weihe and Qiangshui rivers,
tributaries of the Yellow River on the upper reaches. Later their farming sKkills
spread to Duchen (now in Henan Province's Huaiyang), and then to today's
Shandong Province. Right located in the border area of the Shanxi, Shandong,




Hebei and Henan provinces, Gaoping has been a central place in reflecting the
cultural connotation of Yan Emperor's clan, and the primitive philosophy with its
folk arts and cooking ways.

Historical records indicate that Yan Emperor came from the Jiang family of the
Qiang tribe. The tribe's totem was a sheep (somewhere cow or tiger) as sheep has
the same pronunciation as yang and the metaphorical meaning of continuous re-
production. By local custom, people would make an extremely big round piece of
bread to represent the universe with the sheep as totem at the center, symbolizing
the birth of new baby. _

The flower-shaped steamed bread has another meaning: the flower on the top
means the bride and the bottom part of the bread means the bridegroom. Marriage
means the union of the two, or a union of yin and yang to carry on reproduction.

A This tradition of making flower bread has the same connotation as making papercuts
¢§ -« . andembroideries in the patterns of "Fish Playing with Lotus Flowers," "Monkeys
N Wk 8 Eating Peaches," "Butterflies Chasing to Honey Melons," "Magpies Chirping on

e Nt el N

Plums," etc. Local people also use the flower-shaped bread in funeral ceremony to
‘ show that the dead person has returned to the original universe which keeps re-
"> production in an endless succession.

2 During traditional Chinese holidays, locals make a lot of steamed bread. Spring
Festival, or the Chinese New Year, signals the arrival of spring when all things
come to life and begin growing. To worship the gods, local people specially prepare
mountain-shaped bread decorated with dates, and consisted of five layers like a
pagoda. The dates symbolize bumper harvests and flourishing population, and the
five layers represent all things on the earth.

To offer sacrifices to the God of Five-Grain Crops (God of Wealth) on the fif-
teenth day of the seventh lunar month, each family makes a half-meter-long piece
of bread in the pattern of a sleeping sheep with millet ears in mouth. The huge
bread is decorated with two-layer millet ears around and two little sparrows stand-
ing on the top. Early in the morning that day, they take the sacrificial offerings to the
field and pray for rich harvests. This shows that people have already accepted the
philosophical concept of worshipping the sun together with the totem and gods.
This folk observation is not only popular in Gaoping but also in other parts of China
in a similar way.

The Chinese women in the vast rural areas are the backbone in the creation of

Chinese folk arts. Over the past centuries, women in the rural area of Gaoping
\ have developed the local culture by a pair of scissors or a needle in their deft
V hands. They have made great contributions to inheriting and advancing the primi-
e y tive traditional culture of the Chinese nation.
A In the long process of human history, cultural fractions happened in ancient Egypt
and Babylon, but not in China. The Chinese folk arts and folklore representing the
traditional Chinese culture and civilization have been handed down from genera-
tion to generation, and become the most valuable wealth of the humankind. Fur-
ther popularization and study is of great significance to raise the traditional Chi-
nese culture to a higher level.

Here we extend our sincere thanks to Ms. An Xinxian for her sustained efforts in
collecting so much valuable Gaoping folk arts which we put them into this album.

January 20, 1999
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Congratulatory Message

By Zan Clongyan

Fine folk arts are arts of blood and flesh. They have the richest flavor of life
and are full of strong feelings. They spread widely and take deep roots among the
people because they are closely linked to people's lives and are created by the
people, especially those ordinary yet great mothers. The creators love life and
their kins, and express their feelings through artistic creation. Their creation is also
a kind of self-entertainment; they inherit artistic legacy from the older generation
and leave it to their descendants. Lion caps, abdomen covers, home-spun cloth,
tiger-head shoes and cloth toys show the cleverness and wisdom of mothers, and
each stitch is permeated with profound love of mothers.

Folk art works, especially toys, are a primer for young children to know im-
ages, bringing endless pleasure to children. They exert imperceptible influence on
children's sense of beauty. Children get to know things, tell colors and differentiate
sounds through toys. Toys light the fire of wisdom for children, and nurture the
promising flowers of art.

Excellent folk art works have been a source of inspiration for ancient and
contemporary artists. These works are pregnant with the laboring people's under-
standing about life and beauty through the ages, and are filled with people's love
for their kins.

We should say that behind each folk art work there is a story associated with
traditional Chinese culture, folk customs and beautiful blessing. It links people's
spiritual and material life and has a strong penetrating power.

Following the development of the times and the improvement of people's liv-
ing standards, people's aesthetic standards are changing, too. Many folk arts out
of specific psychology and conditions are declining, and some excellent traditional
folk arts are in the danger of extinction. Our task of protecting and rescuing folk
arts and folk art works is becoming more and more imperative.

Although the state has adopted various effective methods, still a large amount
of folk arts and folk art works are disappearing. Here we would like to thank those
who work in the grass-roots cultural departments. Out of a sense of historic re-
sponsibility, they have overcome various difficulties to collect, sort out, and con-
duct research on folk arts and have compiled albums, and have preserved a lot of
precious historical relics. This is of far-reaching significance.

An Xinxian of the Gaoping Cultural Center has worked in the grass-roots for
many years. She pursues cultural undertakings persistently, applying herself to
the research on and sorting out Gaoping's folk arts with great concentration, and
her work is quite effective. The publishing of Gaoping's Folk Arts is a helpful con-
tribution to national folk arts, an event worth congratulating.



