The Art of Weifang Kites from China
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Preface

The art of kite making in China was born over 2,000 years ago. According to historical records, the first kite was made in the Spring and Autumn Period (around 770-476 BC).

The Chinese kite was initially used for military purposes, but they later became a popular pastime of the royal family and nobles. Gradually, flying kites was introduced to civilians and became a beloved handicraft.

Historically, Beijing, Tianjin, Weifang in Shandong and Nantong of Jiangsu were the four major kite production centers, with Weifang becoming the biggest since the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911).

Weifang kites fall into five basic categories: flat, soft-winged, hard-winged, bucket-form and dragon kites, among which the “dragon head centipede” is most outstanding. Weifang kites have a variety of subject matters, including birds, insects, fish, flowers, grass, trees, people and human activities. The themes are emphasized by adopting the features of New Year woodcut prints, which are characterized by exaggeration and strong color contrast. With their focus on exquisite Frame-making techniques, vivid form and stable handling, Weifang kites are prized by collectors.
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Origin of Kites

According to the Shiji (Historical Records), written by the great historian Sima Qian (145BC – 87 AD), in the State of Lu (the present-day Weifang region) between 507-444 AD, a carpenter named Lu Ban made a magpie kite with bamboo and wood and set it to fly for three days without dropping. “This carpenter Lu Ban once made a big eagle kite with wood, which carried a person and flew high into the sky for reconnoitering the position of the enemy (of the state of Song)”, the Shiji has recorded.
During the Western Han Dynasty (206 AD – 25 BC), paper started to be used in China. Due to the invention and use of paper, people began to make kites with it. Therefore, these were called “paper kites” in Chinese. During the Tang Dynasty (618-907 BC), bamboo whistles were attached to the paper kites, and so when the whistles were blown by the wind, they gave out a sound that was similar to the Chinese musical instrument “zheng”. Since then, the “paper kite” has been known in Chinese as  “feng zheng”, meaning “wind zheng”.
There are three other versions on the origin of the kite. That is, the kite originated from a leaf, sailboat and a flying bird.

Leaf: As the story goes, people in ancient times adored the phenomenon of leaves blown by the wind and flying all over the sky. They thus attached silk thread to leaves and flew them for entertainment.

Sailboat: It is also said that during the Warring States Period (475-221 AD), the sailboat had already been invented. People made kites on the basis of the same principle as sails.

Flying bird: The ancient Chinese, inspired by flying birds, made kites in the shape of birds, and named it after the birds, such as “paper glede” and “paper snipe”.
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Section A

Traditional Chinese kites of human figures can be divided into two categories: royal kites and civilian kites.

The subject of human figure kites in this section mostly reflects folk tales and stories in China. Combining the special features of Chinese painting and New Year paintings, these kites had a strong local flavor, being both realistic and exaggerative in demonstrating the celebrations and joy of the people. Adopting the traditional technique of frame-making with bamboo, they have beautiful forms and rich native artistic features.
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Section B
As one story goes, the ancient Chinese, inspired by flying birds, invented the kite. That is why most Chinese kites are in the shape of birds. The phoenix is the queen of birds in Chinese folk tales and mythology. The kites in this section are bird kites, and primarily phoenix kites. A Chinese story has it that when the phoenix appears, all birds will follow her and pay tribute to her, and the world will enjoy peace and stability. People wish to fly as free as birds and wish that the phoenix would bring them peace and good luck.

When the diversified and vivid Weifang bird kites are released into the sky, the wonderful handiwork and bright colors make them appear lifelike.
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Section C
The human figure kites in this section are based on stories from history and famous literary works. For example, the ancient myth of Chang’e who flew to the moon and the legend of Nongyu’s flute attracting phoenix (Spring and Autumn Period). There are also characters from the famous novels The Romance of Three Kingdoms, Dream of the Red Mansions and Journey to the West, and those from the stories of “Mulan” and “the Eight Immortals”, and so forth. Beautiful mythology illustrates the saga of Chinese culture, and touching love stories portray the eternal theme of love.
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Section D
A kite cannot fly without wind. Therefore, it is a product of harmony between mankind and nature. People fly kites of various animal figures, to show their love for animals and their wish for a harmonious coexistence with nature, and to express their hope for ecological balance. 

In this section, various animal figures are vividly represented in kites, which demonstrate people’s wish to protect animals and maintain an ecologic balance.

Board 7 (the following boards are on knowledge of kites)

Flat kite

The flat kite, also called the plane kite, is divided into soft and hard flat kites. The hard flat kite has four linked bamboo strips on the four borders; the soft flat kite does not have bamboo strips on all of the four borders, and sometimes has no bamboo strips at all. This type of kite is easy to make, flies smoothly, and is suitable for many subjects. It is a favorite with children and teenagers.
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Hard-wing kite

The wing （for elevation） of the hard-wing kite is made of two bamboo strips parallel to each other. Except for the fixed structure of the hard wing, the framework of this kite is changeable according to its subject and theme. The two ends of the wings are bent slightly to be higher than the centre, so as to better catch the wind. Looking like a shoe, it is also called a “shoe-shaped kite” or “tied swallow kite”.
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Soft-wing kite

The wing (for elevation) of the soft-wing kite is made of a main bamboo strip. There is no other tying material to support the lower part of the wing. The main body is mainly in the form of a relief. Another type of soft-wing kite can be folded and assembled, with the wings made bendable to make it more portable. Most kites of this type are in the shapes of birds or insects.
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Three-dimensional kite

The three-dimensional kite is also called the bucket-form kite because it is composed of one or more bucket-form structures. It can also be made into a bendable structure, such as a palace lantern and flower vase. The most famous of the traditional Weifang three-dimensional kites are the palace lantern and flower vase.
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Dragon kite

The dragon kite is also called the dragon string kite. It's made up of three parts--head, body and tail. The head of the dragon is three-dimensional, and the body and tail are composed of a number of round hard plates, called the waist plate. The size and length of a dragon kite depends on the diameter and number of the waist plates and the distance between them.

Illustrations of different kites:

Auspicious dragon kite (string)


size：ψ20cm(waist plate)

The dragon kite is made of a three-dimensional dragonhead and a number of waist plates. When taking flight, the tail needs to be raised first to produce the force to bring up the head.

Golden dragon pearl (three-dimensional)  size：ψ50cm  

This is one part of the “two dragons playing with a pearl” kite. When released, it is linked between two dragon kites and swirls in the sky.

Two dragons playing with a pearl (dragon string) size：size:　 ψ20cm  

Dragon is the totem of the Chinese nation and is said to be the supreme animal in charge of wind and rains, giving blessings to people.

Side B

Golden phoenix (soft-wing)   size：250cm   

In the Chinese folk tales, phoenix is the lucky bird. Wherever she goes, all kinds of birds come to pay tribute to her, and blessings are bestowed everywhere.

Eagle (soft-wing)     size：200cm    

White-headed eagle (soft-wing)   size：200cm    
An eagle holding a fox in its mouth (soft-wing)  size：150cm   

Swallow couple (hard-wing)   size：110cm   

The swallow couple symbolizes love and the thirst for love.

Lion and swallow (hard-wing)     size：110cm  

This kite is in the shape of a swallow, with a lion drawn on it.

Peacock (soft-wing)     size：130cm   

Colorful swallow (soft-wing)     size：90cm   

Parrot (soft-wing)     size：85cm   

Shoudai  (soft-wing)     size：100cm   

A lucky bird in Chinese folk tales

Rooster (soft-wing)     size：120cm   

Dragon with wings (soft-wing)     size：150cm    

A type of dragon found in Chinese folk tales

Bat (soft-wing)     size：100cm    

The word bat rhymes with the word wealth in Chinese and so the bat is a symbol for  “wealth” in Chinese folk tales

Dragonfly (soft-wing)     size：150cm    

Crane (soft-wing)     size：180cm    

The crane symbolizes “longevity” in China

Owl (soft-wing)   size：135cm    

Swan (soft-wing)     size：90cm   

Wild goose (soft-wing)     size：100cm   

Titmouse (soft-wing)     size：95cm    

Golden pheasant (soft-wing)     size：100cm    

Dynamic dragon with wings (soft-wing)    size：200cm   

Mechanical rotating theory is adopted in making the dynamic dragon with wings kite. Under the force of the wind, the head, neck, mouth, eyes and tongue of the dragon rotates around a reel and the flying dragon looks dynamic in the sky.

Side C

Playing the flute to summon the phoenix (hard-wing)   size：90cm    
An ancient love story says that Nongyu, who liked to play the sheng, a Chinese musical instrument, and Xiaoshi, who liked to play the vertical flute, got married to each other due to their shared love for music. Xiaoshi played the vertical flute to summon a dragon and a phoenix, and they flew away to immortality together.

Chang’e flying to the moon (hard-wing) size：60cm    
The theme for this kite is based on an ancient fairy tale. Houyi, an archer, obtained a medicine that enabled people to live forever. He asked his wife, Chang’e, to keep it. When a villain tried to rob the medicine, Chang’e swallowed it herself and flied to the moon. Her husband missed her deeply and paid tribute to her under the moon, thus bringing about the tradition of worshipping the moon during the mid-autumn festival.

The God of Longevity (soft-wing)   size：100cm   
The God of Longevity is the God of the South Pole. In Chinese Taoism, the South Pole is regarded as the place of longevity, towards which people pray for a long life. The God of Longevity is regarded as a propitious god.

Chivalrous God of Wealth (hard-wing)   size：90cm    
The God of Wealth is widely worshipped in China. At the time of the Three Kingdoms (220-265 AD), General Guan Yu of the State of Shu was chivalrous, brave, filial and loyal. Therefore, he was worshipped by the Chinese people as the Chivalrous God of Wealth.

Cyprinoid Fairy (hard-wing)    size：90cm   
As mythology goes, a Cyprinoid turned into a fairy after years of practice, and fell in  love with a poor scholar.

Baochai trying to catch a butterfly (hard-wing)     size：80cm    
A story in the famous Chinese novel Dream of the Red Mansions.

Mulan Getting Changed (relief)    size：80cm    
Hua Mulan was a heroine in ancient China. Since her father was too old to fight, she dressed as a man and enlisted in the army to defend her country.

Flower fairy (hard-wing)     size：80cm    
The beautiful flower fairy in Chinese mythology.

Diaochan the Beauty (hard-wing)     size：75cm    
One of the four most famous beauties in ancient China. Her beauty would darken the moon and put the flowers to shame. She was also a woman of integrity and endurance.

Extending birthday congratulations while riding on a dragon  (hard-wing)  size：90cm    
There is a story in Chinese mythology that a boy riding on a dragon extended his birthday congratulations, which symbolizes longevity and good luck.

Noble woman (hard-wing)     size：150cm    
A noble woman in ancient China.

A noble woman riding a tiger (hard-wing)  size：80cm    
A chivalrous woman in Chinese mythology.

Lei Zhenzi (hard-wing)    size：100cm    
A character in the famous Chinese mythical novel Creation of the Gods.

Iron Crutch Li (hard-wing)    size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals” in ancient Chinese mythology. The “Eight Immortals” were originally eight ordinary people from different walks of life, who detested the worldly immorality and practiced to become immortals. Their stories are very popular among the Chinese people.

Han Zhongli (hard-wing)    size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
Lu Dongbin  (hard-wing)  size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
Zhang Guolao   (hard-wing)    size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
He Xiangu  (hard-wing)  size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
Cao Guojiu  (hard-wing)  size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
Han Xiangzi  (hard-wing)  size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
Lan Caihe  (hard-wing)  size：17cm    
One of the “Eight Immortals”.
A celestial boy on a crane (soft-wing)  size：100cm    
One of the masterpieces of Weifang traditional kites. The figure comes from folk tales in Weifang, and symbolizes longevity and good luck.

Liu Hai teasing the Gold Frog (soft-wing) size：80cm    
Characters from a love story in Chinese mythology. This is the story of a celestrial frog who was transformed into human being and overcame various obstructions to get married to Liu Hai, a virtuous young man.

Five boys giving birthday congratulations (hard-wing) size：55cm    
A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for good luck

Side D

Lobster (three-dimensional) size：80cm    
Chinese three-striped box turtle (three-dimensional)   size：60cm    
Gilded goldfish (soft-wing) size：80cm    
Big goldfish (soft-wing)   size：150cm    
Two fish playing with a lotus (flat)  size：90cm    
A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for luck

Crab (three-dimensional)     size：40cm    
Mandarin ducks playing with a lotus (flat)   size：80cm    
Goldfish (hard-wing)     size：40cm    
Catfish (soft-wing)     size：80cm    
Butterfly (soft-wing)     size：100cm    
Bright butterfly (soft-wing)     size：100cm    
Cicada (soft-wing)       size：60cm    
Bee (soft-wing)     size：80cm    
Ladybird beetle (soft-wing)     size：50cm    
Mantis (soft-wing)     size：130cm    
Flying tiger (soft-wing)     size：180cm    
The flying tiger from Chinese fairy tales.

Giant Panda (flat)     size：80cm    
Animal kite

Side A

The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl (flat)  size：90cm    
One of the four most famous love stories in Chinese folk tales. The Cowherd and the celestial Weaver Girl fell in love and got married, but were forcibly separated by the Goddess Mother. Touched by their unshaken love for each other, thousands of magpies came together to form a bridge across the Milky Way, helping them to meet on the bridge for one day each year.

Naivety (flat)   size：90cm    
A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for luck

A baby playing with fish (flat)     size：80cm    

A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for luck

Tiger boy (flat)   size：90cm    
A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for luck

Boy of luck (flat)   size：90cm    
A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for luck

The lucky signs of dragon and phoenix (flat) 
size：90cm    
The shape of a gourd symbolizes “good fortune and wealth”, which in Chinese has a similar pronunciation to the word “gourd”. The pattern of dragon and phoenix brought together is the luckiest sign in Chinese folk tales. Therefore, this kite symbolizes “good fortune, wealth and good luck”.

Fishing boy (flat)     size：80cm    
A kite with the traditional Chinese pattern for luck

The Deputy County Chief (flat)     size：80cm    
A Peking opera mask

On the first floor

Pocket kite (soft-wing)   size：5cm    
A type of mini-kite, popular for being able to be carried in one's pocket.

Mini-sized goldfish (hard-wing)    size：1cm    
Mini-sized swallow (hard-wing)     size：1cm    
Small dragonfly (soft-wing)   size：11cm    
Demonstration of kite-making

Frame of a swallow kite (hard-wing)    size：80cm    
A half-finished kite--- hard-wing frame No.1

Frame of a goldfish kite (hard-wing)
size：80cm    
A half-finished kite--- hard-wing frame No.2

Frame of a human figure kite (soft-wing)    size：100cm    
A half-finished kite--- soft-wing Frame No.1

Frame of a human figure kite (soft-wing)    size：100cm    
A half-finished kite. A demonstration of the pasting of the cover on the Frame and completing the making of the kite.

Frame of a dragon head (three-dimensional)

The skeleton of a kite with a dragonhead and centipede body. A demonstration of the pasting of the cover on the Frame and completing the making of the kite.
Spool (wooden)

A traditional tool for flying a kite

Round plate (plastic)

A modern tool for flying a kite

Round wheel (steel)

A modern tool for flying a kite

Yaoguaizi (wooden)

A traditional tool for flying a large-sized kite

Thread

A tool for flying kites, made of nylon, rubber or silk.
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The Origin of Weifang kites
The kite was invented some time during the Spring and Autumn Period and Warring States Period. After the Han Dynasty, due to the invention of paper, people began to use this material to make kites. Therefore, this new form of kite was called the “paper kite” in Chinese. During the Tang Dynasty (618-907 BC), bamboo whistles were attached to the paper kites. When the whistles were blown by the wind, they gave out a sound that was similar to the Chinese musical instrument “zheng”. Since then, the “paper kite” has been known by its modern Chinese name“fengzheng”, meaning, “wind zheng”.

There are still another three versions of the origin of the kite. According to one version, the kite originated from the leaf, the sailboat and the flying bird.

Leaf: As the story goes, people in ancient times adored the phenomenon of leaves blown by the wind and flying all over the sky. They attached silk thread to leaves and flew them for entertainment.

Sailboat: It is also said that during the Warring States Period (475-221 AD), the sailboat had already been invented. People made and flew kites on the basis of the same principle as sails.

Flying bird: The ancient Chinese, inspired by birds in flight, made kites in the shape of birds, and named them after the birds, such as “paper glede” and “paper snipe”.
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Classification of Weifang kites

1. Traditional classification by structure:

Weifang kites are classified into five types: hard-wing, soft-wing, flat, three-dimensional and string. In modern times, some other types have been added, such as hard-wing string, soft-wing string, soft flat string, hard flat string, free style and kites controlled by more than one thread.

2. Classification by subject:

Animal: mainly birds, beasts, fish, and insects, such as the dragon, phoenix, eagle, dragonfly and butterfly.

Human figure: mostly figures from history, literature and mythology, such as the Monkey King, Zhong Kui, the god who fights ghosts, and Chang’e, the woman who flew  to the moon.

Objects: mostly familiar objects, such as the Eight Diagrams, palace lanterns, fans, and flower baskets.

3. Classification by artistic style:

· Royal court kites are of high artistic value and are neatly and carefully made. Most of them are made by famous craftsman. There are only a small number of this type of kite, which was used to serve nobles at the royal court and scholars.

· Civilian kites are made by and for ordinary people. The strong flavor of the life of ordinary people is reflected in their shape, subject and color.

4. Classification by purpose:

· Special effects kites, such as the traditional kite for colliding, the swallow kite with gong and drum, and those with smoke and fireworks.

· Decorative kites: mainly for viewing and decoration, with little focus on the flight performance. These kites focus more on the theme, shape and painting.

· Recreational kites: easy to make with simple art design, this type of kite costs little and is easy to fly.

· Kites for scientific research: for military, meteorological and communication purposes. 
· Kites for competition: specially made for competitions in accordance with stipulated rules.
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Art and culture in Weifang kites
Since its birth during the Spring and Autumn Period and Warring States Period, Weifang kites have been improved and innovated on by generations of craftsman in bamboo tying, painting and paperhanging. Emperors and nobles advocated its use, and scholars gave it praises and reviews. Kites have become a rich and typically oriental part of the traditional Chinese art and culture. Kites bring together the arts of bamboo tying, paperhanging and painting, constituting an important component of Chinese folk art.
