Exhibition of Masks from China 
Preface

Masks are a cultural phenomenon carried down from ancient times that   reflect various religions, customs and aesthetics of different nations. Most ancient nations have their own histories of the development of masks, which used to be manifestations of religions, gods and totems and continue to carry stories from myth and history. Masks are also a source for modern plastic, makeup and performing arts and a concrete reflection of traditional beauty in painting, sculpture, plastic art and handicrafts. 

Chinese masks and the art of mask-making enjoy a long history. Chinese masks are made from a big variety of materials and come from a wide range of regions. They are endowed with exquisite paintings and exotic artistic designs which have profound historical implications.

In terms of materials, Chinese masks fall into the following categories: gold masks, bronze masks, gilt metal masks, iron masks, jade masks, wood masks, bamboo masks, cloth masks, paper masks, plastic masks and more. 

In terms of function, Chinese masks can be classified into the following main categories: first are masks of Nuo gods——to call on the gods to expel evil spirits, avoid disasters and bring happiness, health, good harvest, peace and stability. Nuo masks appeared as early as three thousand years ago and were used in the Nuo ritual during the Shang and Zhou dynasties. Nuo masks such as bronze masks and the “four golden-eyes masks” with traces of totems that were worn by bear-dressed fangxiangshi (people in ancient royal courts exorcising evil spirits) have great historical and cultural value, because they are China’s most ancient masks for repelling ghosts and plague, and possess the strongest primeval features, with a wild, ferocious and primitive beauty and a special sense of mystery. Second are masks for sacrificial ceremonies——to pray for the gods’ blessing to ensure happiness, safety and good health. Third are scaring masks——to be hung on the columns of temples and door lintels of houses. They are called “tunkou (swallow mouth)” masks, meant to swallow evil spirits. Fourth are funeral masks——such as golden masks or masks decorated with jade and gold to be worn on the faces of the deceased, and jade masks in the shapes of divine tigers to be hung on the walls of tombs and on coffins. Fifth are masks for operas, dance and entertainment events, and handicraft masks——such as artistic masks for Nuo opera, Nuo dance, Tibetan opera and other traditional operas, and masks in the shapes of huge doll heads for children’s games. 

With the development of the society, the original functions of many ancient masks have become obsolete. Modern people generally regard masks as historical and cultural relics to be used to understand the culture, ideas and spiritual life of ancient people and to be appreciated and enjoyed for the aesthetic beauty of their primitiveness and sub-primitiveness in ancient sculpture, painting and craft. 

Masks of Guizhou Local Opera and Nuo Altar Opera 
Nuo opera, first appeared in Nuo rituals of the Song Dynasty (960-1279 AD), involves a variety of colorful shows and actors. Here is an introduction to two kinds of masks from Nuo opera.

The local opera of Anshun, Guizhou Province, was a kind of “military Nuo” invented in the early years of the reign of the Ming Emperor Hongwu (1368-1398) by the descendents of troops once stationed in the Anshun Region. Stories in this form of opera came from popular novels about ancient wars such as “Creation of Gods”, “Romance of the Three Kingdoms”, “The Yang Family Generals” and “The Xue Family Generals”, and were aimed at promoting patriotism and military spirit. Their heads wrapped in thin black cloth, the actors wore masks on their foreheads so as not to block their sight. The masks were made of poplar wood, beautifully decorated with intricate carvings and bold colors. 

Nuo altar opera from the Tongren Region of northeast Guizhou is performed by a Nuo altar troupe composed of sorcerers from the Miao, Tujia and Gelao ethnic groups.  They set a sacrificial altar, hold religious rituals and put on shows at a host household redeeming a vow after getting what was prayed for from the gods. There are altogether 24 masks for 24 short performances, including “Open the Cave Door”, “Valiant General Kai Shan”, “The Pioneer”, “Village Gentry Tu Di (land)”, “General Guan Yu Slaying Cai Yang”, “Zhong Kui Dispatching the Ghost” and “Scholar Gan’s Trip to the Examination” (in which clown Qin Tong appears). With simple and vigorous carvings, these masks emphasize human character, possessing a strong sense of history. 

She Huo (ladle) Masks of Shaanxi Province

She Huo (also called She Hu) is a form of ancient folk art found along the Yellow River, including northwest China. It refers to acrobatics and variety shows put on at festivals or sacrifices to welcome the gods. The word She refers to the ancient earth god, to whom people offered sacrifices to bring good harvests and rid them of ghosts and plague. The word Huo (fire) means prosperity and joy. She Huo originated from sacrificial ceremonies in the Zhou Dynasty three thousand years ago.

She Huo masks are characterized by their exaggerated and distorted facial features, meant to symbolize the identities and dispositions of divine and historical figures. The artistic distortions and exaggerations are mainly made on the foreheads, eyes and mouth. They identify characters’ status and personalities, and classify them as animals, divine figures or humans. 

She Huo masks use strong and bright primary colors. The combinations and layouts of colors on the masks are simple but varied, while at the same time upholding a unified color arrangement. With strong contrasts and clear harmony, these masks are primitive and simple as well as bright and colorful; they are also eccentric and mysterious as well as lively. They are a wonderful collection of romantic and exotic pictures. 

    In the western region of Shaanxi, there is a folk custom of making color paintings of ferocious monsters such as dragons, tigers and lions on wooden ladles as a means of protecting homes and warding away evil spirits. These are called “monster faces”. 

In the 1980s, folk artists in Shaanxi creatively combined She Huo mask patterns and monster face patterns to produce a new kind of handicraft called ladle masks. From Shaanxi She Huo masks, ladle masks inherited the practice of personifying characters. There are over one hundred kinds and shapes of ladle masks, such as round ladles, rectangular ladles and shuttle-shaped ladles. Masks on display here carry stories from three fairy tale She Huo shows. 

The King of Medicine Collecting the Five Viscera

According to Chinese folk tales, Sun Simaio was a famed Tang Dynasty doctor, worshipped by later generations as the King of Medicine. There are many stories about him. She Huo artists created and performed shows based on his stories, such as “The King of Medicine Collecting the Five Viscera” and “The King of Medicine Collecting the Five Kinds of Ginseng”, in which the heart, liver, spleen, lung and kidney are personified characters with masks based on human faces. The colors of the five masks follow the rules of the Five Elements in ancient China -- the lungs are regarded as gold colored white, the liver as wood in blue, the kidney as water in black, the heart as fire in red and the spleen as earth in yellow. This also accords with the theories of traditional Chinese medicine. 
Laozi Defeating the Five Monsters

Laozi is the primogenitor of Daoism. He is said to have infinite power and the ability to make pills of immortality. Stories about him can be found both in “Creation of Gods ” and “Journey to the West”. In the She Huo opera “Laozi Defeating the Five Monsters”, the five monsters refer to a green lion, a white elephant, a deer-leopard, a tiger and a rat. The aim of this kind of show is to exorcise evil spirits, prevent plague and pray for people to live safe from the danger of wild monsters. 
Gods of the Five Directions

During the Qin and Han dynasties, the concept of the Five Directions developed into the worship of the Five Emperors and the Gods of the Five Directions. The five colors also came to represent divine beings. People in ancient times divided the world into five parts, and they thought there were five emperors, one ruling each part. They were the Green Emperor (green dragon) ruling the East, the Red Emperor (red sparrow) ruling the South, the White Emperor (white tiger) ruling the West, the Black Emperor (tortoise) ruling the North and the Yellow Emperor (Big Dipper) ruling the Center. The green dragon, red sparrow, white tiger, tortoise and Big Dipper were regarded as fairies of the Five Emperors. That is the origin of the Gods of the Five Directions. 

Tibetan Masks

    Tibetan Buddhism was formed through the combination of Bon Religion, a form of primitive nature worship from the Tibetan Plateau, and Esoteric Buddhism introduced from India. It is found in areas inhabited by the Tibetan, Monba, Tu, Yugur, Naxi and other ethnic groups in the Tibetan Autonomous Region and the provinces of Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu and Yunnan, as well as Inner Mongolia. 

    After being introduced to Tibet, Buddhism absorbed some content and form from Bon. It assimilated Bon’s sorcerer’s dance, which mainly includes dances imitating beasts, mask dances and Buddhist instrument dances, and combined it with practices from Mahayana Esoteric Buddhism. After developing and evolving over generations, it was standardized into Qiangmu, a kind of masked religious dance meant to expel ghosts and evil spirits. 

Tibetan masks can be roughly classified into three categories: those used in sorcerer’s dances (calling for the presence or assistance of spirits through dancing), those hung during rituals and those used in Tibetan opera. Tibetans hold solemn rituals at religious festivals to defeat ghosts and evil spirits and exorcise or frighten away demons. Usually lamas wear religious robes and put on masks made of wood, leather or paper to perform “sorcerer’s dances”, which are called “Tiaoqian” in Qinghai, “Chama” in Inner Mongolia, and “Tiaobuzha” in the Lama Temple in Beijing. Masks for these dances are mainly faces of gods that protect the Buddhist Dharma. Hung masks portray various Dharma-defending kings and local gods. They are usually hung in a temple or inside a tent to exorcise evil spirits and pray for luck. 

    Practiced in Tibet for over 600 years, Tibetan opera is a comprehensive story-telling art in which singers and dancers wear masks. The shapes and colors of the masks show the personality of the characters, whether they are kind, evil, loyal or treacherous. Tibetan opera masks include “Wenba” masks, human masks and animal masks. “Wenba” (meaning fisherman or hunter) masks come in either white or blue. The faces of white Wenba masks are covered in white or yellow, decorated with goat wool at the edges and cover the back and extend to the chest in front. Blue Wenba masks are a bit bigger than white ones, with blue or black cloth attached to their faces. The masks’ eyes, eyebrows, noses and mouths are skillfully arranged with images of the eight lucky symbols of Buddhism. Their lower jaws are decorated with beards of river deer fur or goat wool. 
   The creation of Tibetan opera masks has brought the ancient art of mask-making by the Tibetan ethnic group out from the mysterious world of religion into the new and wider realm of art. 

Peking Opera Masks

In traditional Chinese operas, masks are part of performers’ facial makeup.  Most characters have their own specific patterns and colors, used to emphasize their natures. This has the artistic function of “distinguishing good and evil, and singing praise or expressing condemnation”, and enables the audience to look into the heart of a character simply by seeing his or her face. Such masks are called the picture of a character’s soul.

Masks of clowns with a big patch of white in the center of each face appeared in “Yuan Ben” performances of the Song Dynasty and Zaju (poetic dramas) from the Yuan Dynasty, around the 12th and 13th centuries A.D. The painting of opera masks moved away from portraying the realistic facial details of human beings and adopted an artistic principle of “giving up the surface to get the essence, moving away from the apparent form to get closer to the real character”, in order to reveal the inner personality of each character. 

Although Peking opera’s 200-year history is rather short compared to the total history of Chinese opera, it has absorbed the essential advantages of mask art from various local operas and used rich imagination to create mask images with strong personalities and diverse appearances. It is a full illustration of the aesthetic ideas of Chinese folk art, filled with exaggeration, imagination and pursuit of essence, and has become the quintessence of Chinese opera mask art. 

The biggest feature of Peking opera masks is their use of color to depict the personalities, moral characters and identities of different roles. Red or black faces are used for good people, white and yellow for bad, while green and blue faces represent brave men, and golden and silver faces indicate divine figures. There are over ten kinds of mask patterns, including “whole-face”, “three-patch”, “three-patch face with patterns”, “six-part”, “egg-shaped”, “cross-shaped”, “cross-shaped face with patterns”, “pink-and-white”, “face with scattered patterns” and “immortal or monster faces”. The range of characters on the Peking opera stage is created by these mask patterns and complemented by meaningful designs and colors. 

    On display in this exhibition are small plaster cast masks reproduced in strict proportion to the performer’s headdress and beard, and two large paper cast masks that look more exaggerated and emphatic of their characters’ personalities. Each is from a principal role in Peking opera and represents the stage image of the character. 

Shaman Masks of Minority Ethnic Groups in North China

The Manchu, Mongolian, Oroqin, Ewenki, Daur, Hezhen and other minority ethnic groups live in China’s northeast and Inner Mongolia regions. Historically living as nomads, they believed in the primitive religion of nature—Shamanism. Sorcerers were called shamans and usually wore masks when holding religious rituals and sacrificial ceremonies. The masks came mainly in the shapes of divine figures, demons, birds, beasts, insects and fish. The divine figures included ancestors and nature gods. Because of the limited materials available in the northern climate, the materials used to make the masks were limited to tree bark, wood, animal hide, iron sheet, paper and in rare cases bronze. Though their carvings are simple and each has only one color, shaman masks have bold, primitive and naïve characteristics and the cultural flavor of remote antiquity, thus having profound historical and cultural significance. 

In modern times, shamans gradually gave up the use of masks and replaced them with tassels that hang over their faces from the forehead to conceal their identities and make it easier to create images of gods through vigorous dances. 

There were many kinds of shaman masks, most of which were used during sacrificial rituals. They fall into three categories in terms of their religious functions:

Ancestry masks—The ethnic groups, having living under the rule of family and clan for a long time, greatly emphasize ancestor worship, as in the Manchu’s use of 9,000-year-old-Mafa masks in their sacrificial ceremonies. Mafa means grandfather in Manchurian. This mask stands for a great grandfather 9,000 years old. Another example is the Foduo mother-child mask, representing the ancestral god of children-bearing. 

Exorcising masks—These have the function of averting disaster, curing disease and expelling evil spirits. Examples are the Wenggun fairy masks of the Mongolian ethnic group; the Bazhu masks in the shapes of demons used in ancient Manchu sacrifices; and masks of the god Deligeding, believed in charge of infectious disease by the Ewenki ethnic group. 

Masks used at funerals and sacrifices—The Manchu used dead soul masks, also called “ghost-expelling” masks, in sorcerers’ dances during sacrificial ceremonies. Legend has it that when Emperor Taizong (598-649 AD) of the Tang Dynasty led a battle to the east, many soldiers were drowned in the East Sea but their souls lingered and would not dissipate. The Emperor ordered altars to be built around the region of Liaodong to offer sacrifices to the dead. Dead soul masks are made of paper. The sorcerer’s dance is a product of the merging of the sacrificial cultures of the Manchu and Han ethnic groups. 
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