Shadow Play Development in Taiwan :
Tradition and Modernity

Ch'iu K'un-liang

Today I would like to talk about some new developments in Taiwan
concerning Chinese shadow puppet plays.

The shadow play is one of the older forms of traditional Chinese
dramatic arts still extant today. The origins of this form are difficult to trace
accurately due to lack of information but as far back as one thousand years
ago in the Sung dynasty, the shadow play was already fairly well developed
and was a popular form of entertainment for the common people as well as
the court.

As the shadow play was passed down over a long period of time,
regional shadow plays developed their own distinct characteristics. Various
materials were used for the puppets such as cow hide, sheepskin, donkey
skin, and heavy paper. Puppets also varied in size. Various different instru-
ments were used to accompany the performance with melodies borrowed
from existing regional drama. Plays took their inspiration from popular
stories.

Taiwanese shadow plays are one branch of the greater Chinese tradition
and were probably brought over from the mainland via Ch’aochou or the west
coast of Fukien province in the early 19th century. They were a popular
form of entertainment in the southern part of Taiwan. It is said that in the
late 19th century there were nearly a hundred different troupes in southern
Taiwan. Some 20 years ago there were still a dozen or so troupes in the
Kaohsiung-Pingtung area.

Like other forms of popular Chinese drama, Taiwanese shadow plays
are performed at religious festivals, weddings and other celebrations. There
are from four to six persons involved in the performance: one puppeteer, one
assistant puppeteer, and two to four musician. Each play has its own script
with set dialog and musical accompaniment. The music is borrowed from
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the Ch’aochou opera. Instrumentation includes drum, Chinese violin, and
gong. .
The scripts are mostly hand-copied texts that have been handed down
from previous generations. Plays can be divided into two rough categories:
literary dramas and the martial dramas. Although there are fewer songs in the
martial drama, it is quite exciting with its numerous scenes of gymnastics and
acrobatics.

Most puppeteers feel that the literary dramas are more difficult to put
on since there are many songs which call for close coordination with the
musicians whereas martial plays, with their emphasis on the acrobatic move-
ments of the puppets, are completely within the control of a skilled
puppeteer.

The hand-copied scripts for shadow plays passed down by Taiwanese
puppeteers are quite numerous. Among the four existing troupes there are
some 200 plays. However few are performed today. The active repertoires
of the existing troupes is mere 10 or so plays most of which are martial
drama.

Like many of the traditional Chinese arts, shadow plays face the
misfortune of extinction in modern society. Even the remaining four troupes
in Kaohsiung find little opportunity to perform and must depend pnmarﬂy
on other occupations to support themselves.

The decline of shadow drama has been a result of the lack of an
environment conducive to the growth of traditional dramatic arts. But, by
the same token, shadow drama has not been able to adapt to fit the tastes of
modern society. When we see a traditional Taiwanese shadow play today,
we are naturally attracted by the color and excitement of the performance,
but we also quickly become aware of its deficiencies.

The problem is with the scripts rather than the performance. Like
other forms of popular drama, the scripts for shadow plays have been passed
down over a long period of time. Most of them are long and require many
hours and sometimes more than a day to perform. If performance time is
restricted to two or three hours, a section of the play is performed and ended
abruptly at the end of the alloted time in disregard to the plot, thus making
it incomprehensible to one who is not already familiar with the story. This
same problem of length exists for other dying forms of pupular drama.

Another problem is that of dialog. This is less a problem of dialect than
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it is of neglect of the importance of dialog to the point where the play no
longer can hold the spectator’s interest.

However, I still believe shadow plays possess certain qualities and
possibilities which would make the continued existence of this art in modern
society meaningful. The problem of survival lies in the question of whether
or not people will take an interest in shadow plays and learn to appreciate
what role this form of drama can play in contemporary society. With
the infusion of new blood into this art, improvements in the scripts and
performance may make shadow plays viable in today’s society.

The shadow drama with its colorful, lively puppets easily attracts
interest. Manipulation of puppets requires only two or three people. Staging
a performance is simple. Both music and stories can follow tradition or be
drawn from modern sources outside the shadow play tradition. Amatsur
puppeteers become quickly absorbed in the whole process from making
puppets, learning to manipulate them behind the screen, to play production.

So with a minimal effort, the shadow play can be adapted to modsrn
tastes and be made not only attractive to the average people, but also of
interest to children at the primary and secondary school level and can even be
made part of tae curriculum. If art teachers in primary and secondary
schools would ficst learn the basic teachinques of the shadow play, they could
teach their studsnts to make puppets and put on simple plays thereby not
only enlivening the teaching process but also developing children’s interest in
this traditional art.

I have been interested in shadow plays for some years and have given
much thought to the problems facing this form of drama. I decided to
begin with trying to increase public awareness of the shadow play. Several
years ago many people in Taiwan had never even seen a performance but I
felt it would be easy to stimulate interest.

In July of 1980 with the support of the Shih-he-cheng Folk Culture
Foundation i & M KRB X/LE L & , I organized a workshop for
shadow play production. I asked the head of the Fu-hsing-ké {5 B & troupe
and his son-indaw to direct the workshop. The Foundation provided them
with a place to live in and expenses for three months. The tuition-free
workshop was also provided with materials, tools, ard meeting place by the
Foundation.

Training was from October to December that year, and included
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Above: A page from an old manuscript The White Snake.
Below: Shadow play masters of Fu-hsing-ke Company
narrating and singing the story. (Reprinted from Min-
su chit-yi, No. 3, [January 1981])




making puppets and play production. Students were drawn from college art
departments and primary and secondary arts and crafts teachers. I felt people
from these groups would not only learn faster but would later have more
ample opportunities to use what they had learned. As a result of our adver-
tisements, in one month we had over four hundrsd applicants for the work-
shop. From these forty were selected to participate.

In the past traditional arts have been passed down privately from mas-
ters to-apprentices and these two master puppeteers of our workshop had no
classroom experience. Also, neither could they speak Mandarin. So before
classes started I and four others first learned from the two masters how to
make puppets and how to manipulate them. What we learned, we wrote
up into a set of lecture notes for the class. We also made up a schedule for
the three-month workshop.

We divided participants into eight groups and commencing October
‘Ist from 7:00-9:30. every Monday, Wednesday and Friday evening for three
months. The puppet masters brought 40 different puppets so each student
would have a model to follow in learning how <o make the puppets and a
finished puppet with which to practice basic moverents.

The first evening of the workshop, all pzrticipants made obeisance
to the two masters an burnt incense to T’ien-tu Yuan-shuai [/ % 5¢ B , the
patron saint of the shadow show. I explained to them briefly the purpose of
the workshop and some possible future developments open to the shadow
play. Then I announced that at the end of the workshop, there would be
two public performances given in which each of the eight groups would put
on short plays using their own puppets and scripts.

The first week was devoted to introducing the shadow play as a perfor-
mance including the principles and special characteristics of the art, how to
select and get the most out of a piece of leather when making puppets, and
how to use the necessary tools.

The next five weeks were spent in learning 20w to design and cut out
the various parts of the puppets, how to paint the faces, clothing, and orna-
ments, how to connect various parts with string, and how to attach the
control sticks. In addition, each group wrote a ten minute script.

The last six weeks of training concentrated on two aspects. One was
practicing the basic movements of puppets: entry, siraightening clothes,
turning, sitting, standing up, walking, fighting, etc. The second aspect
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consisted of designing new puppets for the scripts they had written. Some
were based on the models of the puppet masters and some were based on
illustrations from outside sources. These new puppets became the principal
characters in the plays the students performed publicly.

Class instruction normally consisted of the puppet masters’ demon-
strating how to manipulate the puppets and the five of us giving explanations
in Mandarin.

The two puppet masters were very conscientious in teaching and broke
with the tradition of only passing on their ari to their apprentices. They
patiently taught students everything they knew of the puppeteering art and
constantly exhorted them in Taiwanese to practice regularly.

We were very pleased with the enthusiasm of the students and with
their aptness in learning which showed our process of selection had not
been in error. Normally it took the puppet master at least three days to make
a finished puppet but with their background in arts and crafts the students
could make one in a day and a half. Of course their puppets weren’t such
fine specimens as the masters produced but it certainly was a good beginning.

In order to broaden the students’ knowledge in areas that might be
applied to new shadow plays, we took half an hour each week and asked
various artists, writers and specialists to come and exchange ideas with the
students.

The students experimented with other materials like heavy paper and
plastic for making puppets. Some of the results were good and opened up
possibilities for simplifying the puppet-making process.

In January 1981 the students put on a public performance to
demonstrate what they had learned and attracted a large number of specta-
tors. Nine plays were put on, 8 of which were the creations of the students.
Five were new versions of popular stories, two were animal plays for children,
one was the story of a modern painter. Eight were presented in Mandarin
and one in Taiwanese. Musical accompaniments were of the students’ own
design using both Chinese and western traditions.

In addition to the students’ performances, the two puppet masters put
on a thirty minute shadow play with their troupe from the south. This model
performance used a traditional script and traditional instrumentation and
music. Our purpose was to show spectators that they too could learn in a
few months how to put on a show like that of the students, 85 with a greater
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investment in time, learn the traditional art of the puppet masters.

After the end of the workshop, the students organized their own
shadow play troupe for the purpose of learning more about and promoting
the art. Some began teaching their own students how to put on plays. At
the same time they continued practicing with the puppets and writing new
material to raise the standards of their performances.

From March 1981 to the present, this new troupe has put on 50 perfor-
mances all over Taiwan. I participated-in a dozen or so and provided intro-
ductions. Public response was good. Whole families and teachers with their
students came. Before each performance, we used slides to introduce to the
spectators how puppets were made and manipulated. We also sold plastic
puppets at the cost of making them, so that families could take them home
and show their children how to work them.

Shadow plays are now again quite familiar to people in Taiwan. Tradi-
tional plays and the new plays young people put on are common everywhere.
Some- places have even organized classes similar to our workshop to train
more people in this art.

Although promotion work is still in the beginning stage, the new plays
have already reached a certain standard. We are confident that continued
efforts will be seccessful because of the interest that has already been
aroused. And the creations of these new students have already opened up
new directions for the old traditional art of shadow plays.
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