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ASIAN SHADOW THEATRE uses two-dimensional figures, made of animal hide that
are animated behind a back-lit screen. Music is an intigral part of shadow theatre
performances. It is an Asian contribution to the performing arts.

Its origin is unknown but the oldest written references occur in both China and
India. From these countries it spread to Indonesia and Indo-China and to the
Mediteranian region. Shadow dramas are based on classical literature and folk lore.
Unique styles of figures and performing techniques developed in each country.

CHINA

The legendary beginning of shadow theatre in
China is credited to a 2nd Century BC Han Dynasty
writing. As ruling dynasties moved their capitals from
Xian, to Nanjing and finally to Beijing, three basic tradi-
tions appeared - -The yueh ting in North Central China,
the Chaochou in the south and the Luanchou in the
Northeast Generally, Chinese figures are the most articu-
lated shadow figures with 12 or more separate parts.

Based on the art of paper cuffing the figures are
intricately caved of animal hide - - cow, donkey, sheep,
water buffalo, etc. - - and colored with translucent dyes.

The shadow screen is made of cotton, silk or mull-
berry paper that is stretched over a frame. Near the bot-
tem of the screen is a narrow ledge to help control the
legs of the characters and to allow figures and scenery to
rest on the screen. The screen slopes toward the audi-
ence and is set on a small table. Around the screen, col-
orful embroidered drapes form the proscenium.

The stories fall into three categories, folk tales,
religious epics and historic sagas. There are "short plays"
which are performed within a couple of hours, and "serial
plays" that is performed over several days or longer.

Touring shadow troupes performed in market
places, temple courtyards and private homes. In large
cities theatres were built for permanent companies.

12 parts of a Luanchou figure

Left: a Chaochou official
now found only in Taiwan

Right: a yueh ting Dragon
King from Sichuan




INDIA

Ravana-Chhaya (shadow of Ravana)
Sita, Orissa, solid black, 12-18" high

Tholu Bomalatta (1)
Sita, Andra Pradash
4 to 6 feet high

Some early references date Indian shadow theatre

to the 2nd Century BC through the writing of Patanjali.
Today there are four areas of India where shadow
theatre still exists: in the eastern state of Orissa, and

in the southern states of Andra Pradash, Kamataka

and Kerala.

Some of the figures are 2/3 life size. Each

region developed its own size and designs. Figures

are constructed of animal hide - - buffalo, goat and
deer. Deer hide is used only for imperial or spiritual
characters. The hide is perforated to emphasize details
of the costumes and physical features. Generally, the
colors used are red, black and blue. In Kerala and
Orissa the figures are black silhouettes.

Some figures are made in many parts so that

farms and legs move freely. Other figures have only one
articulated arm. Bamboo control rods are attached to
the hands. The central control rod runs through the
center of the figure to be held flat against the screen.
The cotton screen is between 10 and 12 feet

long by 4 or 6 feet wide. It is attached to a box-like struc-
ture. to conceal the animators and musicians. It is

lit traditionally with either torches or oil lamps. Gods and
royal figures are on the right, evil characters on the left.
Shadow plays are primarily from the Ramayana

and Maharabata interspersed with local events.

Tholu Gombe-atta (1) Tholpava-koothu (1)
Sita, Kamataka Sita, Kerela, opaque colors
2 to 3 feet high 2 to 3 feet high



Arjuna, Java

SOUTHEAST ASIA

Travelers from both China and Indian brought
shadow theatre to other countries. The Indian epics
are performed in Indonesia, Thailand, Cambodia and
Malaysia. Shadow figures are made of water buffalo
vary in size from 15 to 50 inches high. Most have one
or two articulated arms. Central rods generally through
the middle of each figure.

In Indonesia figures are painted with opaque
paints. They appear black and white through the screen.
A gamelan orchestra and singer sit behind the dalang
(shadow master) who animates all the figures. In Java
figures are very stylized with elongated arms and necks.
In Bali they are more life-like.

In northern Thailand and Cambodia nang yi are
huge partly colored panels held by dancers and per-
formed on both sides of the screen. A story teller and
orchestra are to one side in front. The southern nang
talung are smaller figures, colored, translucent and have
and one articulated arm.

Malaysian figures are similar to the Indonesian
but are a little more translucent
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Nang yi Garuda (Krut) from
North Thailand and Cambodia

Rama, Malaysia



MEDITERRANIAN AREA

By sea and land Asian and Western travelers traded

goods and conquered each other's territories for centuries.
They also left cultural traces that were incorporated into native
traditions. Shadow theatre was one such example that came
by sea from India to Egypt and thence to Turkey. The Ottoman
Empire spread shadow theatre around the perimeter of the
Mediterranean and through the Middle East. Eventually it may
have been brought back to China as a new interpretation of an
older tradition. This may explain why the Turkish shadow fig-
ures and those from Chaochou use the same single arm de-
sign and horizontal rodding techniques and why two hunch-
backed comic characters with big hands (similar to Karagoz
and Hacivat) appear in the Luanchou tradition.

The earliest figures in Egypt were unarticulated black

panels, similar to those from Kerala in India. Made of camel
hide they were generally not articulated. They told folk tales
and related local events. The first Ottoman ruler of Egypt was
so impressed with a shadow performance that he took the
troupe to Turkey to show his son.

In Turkey, two human jesters, became the models for

the principle characters of Karagoz and Hacivat. The stories
they tell are always farces in which Karagoz plays tricks on
everyone around but in the end he is always defeated. The two
famous shadow comedians found their way throughout the
Empire. As the Empire broke apart, countries adapted the char-
actors and stories to suit their own cultures.

Hunter with falcon The Greek shadow theatre is an example of this cultural
Mameluke Egyptian Figure assimilation. Karaghiozis and Hatziavatis have distinctly Greek
personalities and their adventures have Greek folk themes. Rods

have a hinge allowing figures to be turned in the opposite direction.

Hacivat & Karagoz Karaghiozis & Hatziavatis



ducation

-

=

-

Lung Shadow Theatre Arts In

Yueh

PUTERED Sy
————

| e gt
- ppe

b o

e

It B el
== gasgeld e

b b i & -
o fo—

ey

DU AR SR S T A S
- - \

BRI E

o=

A

b ————

=il o

i
e e b e ame e

———

| —

-

-
P
P GRS SN S S SIS
creee - - v
-y S — — bo——y

- t._-_,.-
—————
[P S ——

=~ -
= et
.

—

- P
“.

R SIS P T
3 -
) 1

e gt e gt | & fe
b o—— e et e} - IR S
cmtmse. i whme o

.:i_.___- t

——

—
Ry ke
o s
]
=t

e e —— s —— }

4

D
— e

L e i S

[P R
Ry Sy S S
-ab o -

—— — - =~

o G CRRD SRR S

§ - =
| SN S

- —— e e e
=l - :

PN GURROA S S

[N S St

o _ GO U ——
e
T

=1

=

e
e
T —

— K. 5

r————-_



