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The Brief History of Chinese Puppetry

------ accompanying with us and passing through
the days of happiness and entertainment for
2000 years

Chinese puppetry art has been formed for over 2000 years in which
there is not off and on. After this long history, there are plenty of
varieties. However, most of the information of Chinese puppetry art has
been lost owing to the war. Furthermore, as the puppetry art has not
been the main part of the official cultural history, we can only find the
simple description of Chinese puppet inside the ancient books.
Moreover, nowadays, few scholars can conduct a research in the village
due to the limited resources. Therefore, it is difficult for us to
understand the overall picture of the development of the Chinese

puppetry.

There is a long history in Chinese puppetry art. In A.D. 6 Liang
Dynasty, Liu Chao said in his book "Ji Han Shu" (‘a Chinese ancient book
about the Han Dynasty), 'In Han Dynasty (A.D. 200), people in the
Capital made puppets for the wedding ceremonies or the festivities.
In the funeral, they also sang the funeral song, played puppets and
funeral music." According to Du You in "Tong Dian" (a Chinese
ancient History book) in Tang Dynasty (A.D 7), it said, ...... made
puppets for playing, singing and dancing. At the very beginning,
puppetry was used for funeral. At the end of Han Dynasty (A.D. 200),
people began to use puppetry in the festivities. Now it is popular in
the public...... . Thus, from the above ancient books, we deeply
believed that puppetry was popular in the wedding ceremonies and
entertainment at the end of Han Dynasty (A.D. 200). In early Han
Dynasty (B.C. 200), playing puppetry was a performance for the funeral.

In Spring 1979, the wooden figurines, as tall as humans, were
unearthed at the Han tomb in Lai Xi County Shan Dong Province China.
Each wooden figurine was made by 13 separated parts. All of them can
sit, stand and bend the knees due to the joints. There are also many
small holes in the wooden figurine and a 115cm silver string was found.
Therefore, a conclusion can be deduced that kinemins or movable



puppetry with strings have been made in Han Dynasty.

In Eastern Han Dynasty (B.C. 25 - B.C. 220), Ban Gu in "Han Shu"
(a Chinese ancient book about Han Dynasty) wrote, ...... (the Emperor)
thought of his(the Emperor's)wife Li...... a young man from the place
Qi said he was mediums. He lit a candle at night and set a large
cloth...... (the Emperor) looked into a distance and saw his dead wife
Li...... This is a famous romantic story about the Emperor Wu in Han
Dynasty thought of his dead wife. The mediums used the method of
'spirit back by shadow' and brought the spirit of Emperor's dead wife back
to the palace. From this, it is proved that 'the trick of shadow' was
originated from Han Dynasty and invented by mediums for the magic arts
or rites.

In B.C 1000 in China, pottery figurines' were used for the funeral
objects. In Han Dynasty, on the one hand, ‘figurines' could be moved
because of the joints and was developed as 'puppets' for the funeral and
then the wedding ceremonies or entertainment. On the other hand, in
Han Dynasty, 'the trick of shadow' is popular and deeply believed by the
Emperor. This is the initial period of the shadow puppet. So we can
confirmed that 'puppet’' and 'shadow puppet' were originated from about
B.C. 2 to A.D. 2 Han Dynasty which lasted for 400 years. At first,
puppet was 'figurines’ for the purpose of funeral objects while shadow
puppet was used by the mediums for the religious activities. In fact,
'puppet’ and shadow puppet' has had a close relationship with religious
so far. For example, at Yi Lan District in Northern Taiwan, people still
use the string puppet to ‘call the spirits back'. At Zi Tong District in Si
Chuan in China, people use string puppet in Nuo Xi, an idolatrous
procession, for the performance in sacrificial rites.

According to "Wei Shu" (a Chinese ancient book written in Wei
Country), there was 'water puppet' (Performance From Water) during the
year of A.D. 227. At that time, a water puppet performance was a
acrobatic show in which the puppets imitated the gestures of acrobats.
In A.D. 600, 'Guo Tu', a funny puppet character, was the main character
in the puppet shows. People even called 'puppet' as 'Guo Tu'. This
character is like today's funny puppet character Mr. Punch in Europe.
In fact, 'Guo Tu' was a character imitating a bold buffoon in the previous



century. As we can see, In A.D. 3 - A.D. 600, the 'human show' from
acrobatic show to comic performance had developed rapidly. 'Puppet
show' also improved quickly by the interaction of ‘human show' and
'puppet show'.

Tang Dynasty (A.D. 618 - A.D. 907) was the heyday of culture.
Both puppet and shadow puppet had developed with fast pace. Shadow
puppet improved continuously resulted from the missionary work.
Puppet performance had became popular in the public at that time.
Liang Huang in "The Poem of Marionette" wrote, ‘An old man is made
of wood and string. Its rough skin and white hair is as same as a real
man. After manipulating a little while and thinking about it, it
seems a dream in my life."  So we can understand the string puppet at
that time was like a human and the artistic appeal was high. With
reference to the ancient books in China, there were 'string puppets’,
‘water puppets’, ‘powder puppets’, ‘flesh puppets' (Some said that they,
actually, were 'glove puppet’ while some said that they were ‘adults
supported children', a kind of acrobatic parade) and, of course, the 'rod
puppets’ which were in embryo in Tang Dynasty.

Song Dynasty (A.D. 960 - A.D. 1279) was the palmy days of
Chinese handicraft industry and urban development. There built the
districts of stage specializing for the performances in the small towns
resulted from the prosperity of city and cultural life. Besides, as night
market was prevalent and the skin production technique was improved,
'puppet’ and 'shadow puppet’ were thriving unprecedentedly. 'Puppet’
and 'shadow puppet' had become part of the ordinary people's daily lives.
Taking the historical relics handed down from ancient times as an
example, the pattern such as children playing with string puppets, rod
puppets and shadow puppets can be find in the ancient daily necessities,
for instances, at the back of bronze mirror and porcelain pillow, etc. In
addition, people began to perform the full-length puppet story because of
the great varieties of the wonderful puppets (string puppets, water
puppets, powder puppets, rod puppets, glove puppets, shadow puppets,
etc.) Although there was no libretto at that time, people made use of
story's 'synopsis' to perform the traditional Chinese opera consisting
mainly of talking and singing.



At the end of Northern Song Dynasty (the 12™ century), the cultural
and political centre moved to the South for running away from the war in
the North. The centre moved from the area of Henan province and
Shanxi province to the area of Hangzhou. The industry of 'puppet' and
"shadow puppet' was prosperous during Southern Song Dynasty and the
audiences were more than ever before. Yuan Dynasty (the 13" century)
is the golden age of Chinese drama and theatre. Furthermore, as the
clans of the former Song Dynasty cultural and political leaders moved to
the border area, puppet and shadow puppet could spread to every corner
of China. Then today's distribution of Chinese puppet varieties is
initially formed. Shadow puppet also spread to the Middle East because
of the conquest of the West by the solders of Yuan Dynasty. The
tradition of several hundred fantastic string puppet in Quanzhou should
be basically built during this period. Its development also had a close
relationship with the string puppet in Hangzhou and Zhejiang.

Traditional Chinese opera had a dominant position in Ming Dynasty
and Qing Dynasty (A.D. 1368 - A.D. 1911). This was also the climax of
the traditional Chinese opera consisting mainly of talking and singing
with 'rod puppet' and ‘shadow puppet’. Most probably, people in
most districts in China usually performed their local traditional Chinese
operas with 'rod puppets’ to tell the full-length stories. 'Shadow
puppet’ spread to the north-eastern part of China because the political
centre moved to Beijing. Besides, as the previous Song Dynasty moved
to the South and to the West, the shadow puppet in these two places
developed by their own and had their own style. However, those
remained in the original place, Shanxi province and Gansu province, had
greatly developed. This led to the four different basic traditions of
‘shadow puppet’. 'Glove puppet' concentrated on Fujian, Zhangzhou
and Taiwan. It appeared as touring ‘Bian Dan Xi' (i.e., "Carrying Pole
Show", a touring glove puppet show performed by one man) which was
street performance and mainly in the places Guangzhou and Henan.
String puppet could be found in the South that the previous Southern
Song Dynasty moved to, for instances, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Zhejiang,
Fujian and the Northern part of Guangdong. It was also prevalent at
Heyang in Shanxi province.

In Qing Dynasty (the 19" century), the Emperor arranged the



entertainment such as rod puppet performance, string puppet
performance and shadow puppet performance for the Westerners who
visited China. Meanwhile, puppet and shadow puppet also spread to
the European area, Middle East and South East Asia resulted from the
visit of merchants and missioners. A hundred years ago, 'rod puppet’
had spread to Vienna while 'shadow puppet' had spread to France.
String puppet also spread to other places like South East Asia.

China suffered from the war and the foreign invasion in the early
20™ century. Puppets and shadow puppets in many places were lost.
After the People's Republic of China was established, the Government
tried its best to organize the folk troupes, grouped them together and
became the large scale government aided troupes. Moreover, half of
the core troupes performed rod puppet (Beijing, Shanghai, Yangzhou,
Guangdong, Guangxi). Besides, those who mixed with rod puppet and
shadow puppet could also be found (Chengdu, Hunan, Xian, Haerbin).
Shadow puppet could be found at Tangshan in Hebei province while
glove puppet at Zhangzhou in Fujian. String puppet concentrated on
the puppet troupes at Quanzhou in Fujian and Pingyang in Zhejiang.
Each large scale troupes also organized themselves as the structure of
theatre. Furthermore, their performances could reflect the city life and
adapt different kind of puppets. After suffering from the Cultural
Revolution, all the theatre companies began to develop gradually. In
the middle of 1980's, the growth of the theatre companies were stable
and the theatre companies also introduced and performed the Chinese
puppetry in other countries continuously. Yet, it is a pity that the
puppet troupes in China have not united together to plan systematically
and spread comprehensively. Worse still, the barrier of language is also
one of the problems that the puppet fields in the world cannot fully
understand Chinese puppet and shadow puppet. This situation is hoped
to change after China joins UNIMA.

In 1930's people in Shanghai had changed the puppet performance
to entertain the children and the youth. Now, this becomes the main
operation strategy of Chinese puppet troupes. However, most of the
puppet troupes have lost their own theatre, except Beijing, as the theatres
are lack of repairing and it is difficult for the troupes to operate for many
years. This also leads to the loss of 'self-planning’ and 'self-
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development'.  Luckily, in the 21% century, many core puppet troupes
(Guangzhou, Shanghai, Guangxi, Hunan, Xian, etc.) are trying their best
to re-build their own theatre to cater for the spiritual needs of the public
and the children.

Hunan Troupe has begun to perform the shadow puppet show
combining with the traditional performing skill and the short animal
stories since 1950's.  After that, the puppet performances in China have
separated into two types: a short solo puppet performance and the large
scale musical puppet show.

In 1980's, to cater for the need of audiences and the international
cultural exchange, Quanzhou Troupe is a pioneer to produce a human and
string puppet show which puppet and the puppeteer perform at the same
time. The famous marvelous short solo performances of great master of
puppet Mr. Hung Yique include ' Playing with Monkey', 'Little Monk',
'‘General Zhong Kei got drunk' and 'Dream of the Youth'. Mr. Huang
Yique breaks through the style of traditional Chinese opera. He
expresses the feeling and situation of the characters, makes use the
climax of the emotion to perform the main theme of the story. Besides,
He also builds up the relationship between puppet and puppeteer with a
sense of humour. In the performance of 'Playing with Monkey', the
puppet and the puppeteer sometimes lean on each other and sometimes
separate. This accompanies with the high performance skill. It seems
that the puppet is alive. This interesting, entertaining and lively
performance remains the tradition and infiltrates the modern element.
This not only caters for the psychological need of the audience, but also
expresses the thought of philosophy and the spirit of criticism. It can be
regarded as a milestone of the puppet field. Similarly, Mr. Cui Keqin
from Guangdong Troupe also has this kind of performance style. His
human and rod puppet show, 'Long Sleeves Dance', has created a climax.
It seems that the puppet and the puppeteer combine together. They are
also like a couple. This romantic feeling gives a deep impression inside
the audiences' heart. This is a study in philosophy of puppet art and
stage. Mr. Hunag Yique and Mr. Cui Keqin will be the enlightenment in
the development of Chinese modern puppet in the 21% century.
Stepping into the 21% century, the theatre troupes in Hong Kong and
Taiwan have introduced the concept of "Western puppet', the Western
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philosophy system and 'puppet education'. All these are changing the
ecosystem of the Chinese puppet field, especially 'puppet education' that
will affect the Chinese cultural development greatly. \We hope there are
revolutions in Chinese puppetry, like the blooming flowers on our
motherland. China will be in the prosperity period again, like Tang
Dynasty and Song Dynasty (A.D. 7 - A.D. 13), and become the exchange
centre of the Eastern and Western puppetry.

Chinese puppetry accompanies with us passes through the days of
happiness for 2000 years. As the mystery of religion has been gradually
unveiled, puppetry has started to infiltrate into the life of the ordinary
people and has been provided the entertainment for the people for a long
time. Having gone through the difficulties for 2000 years, Chinese
puppetry has not been moved into the 'museum’. This is because the
Chinese puppetry is still vivid, blooming and exuberant.
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