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The Lion Dance is an important tradition in Asian
culture. Usually the dance is part of festivities like
Chinese New Year, traditional weddings, and
business opening ceremonies. In Chinese culture
the Lion Dance symbolizes courage, strength,
energy, wisdom, prosperity and good luck.

(Photo courtesy of Dr K.M. Ku and Mr Angus Lun.)
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The Lion Dance originated about 1,500 years ago. The first record of the
performance of an early form of the Lion Dance dates to the South
Dynasty in 420 — 479 A.D. According to the record of Song Shu, General
Zhong Yue led an army south to conquer the country Lin Yi. The King of
Lin Yi used elephants to stop the advance of Zhong Yue’'s army. General
Zhong thought that all breasts submit to the lion and he decided to make
Imitation lions to frighten the elephants. As soon as the elephants saw the
faux lions they all ran away. From then on, the Lion Dance was
performed in the military, gradually becoming folk performance
combining art, martial arts, sports and entertainment. It has spread to
Chinese communities all over the world.
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Lion Dance is very popular in China and mainly divided
> iInto two categories: Southern and Northern Lion Dance.
The northern style was primarily used as entertainment
for the imperial court. Northern dance’s movements
resembles those of a real lion and the costume is
usually red, orange, and yellow in color. It is hairy in
appearance, with a flat golden head with a colored bow.
The performance generally involves acrobatic stunts
and focuses more on jumping and playing with props,
such as walking on balls and stakes, playing on the
see-saws, jumping over a table, etc. Northern lions
always appear as a family with both adult and child lions
while the Southern Lion Dance is performed individually.

i

The southern style has to be very symmetrical in its
movement of the head and body. It is import to show its
behavior. In South Lion Dance, sometimes there is also
a "Big Head Buddha" with a palm-leaf fan in his hand to
tease the lion, creating an exciting atmosphere.
Southern Lion Dance emphasizes footwork strength.
The performance often occurs on poles with the
dancers jumping from pole to pole and walking on wires.
The poles represent mountains and the wires embody
the idea of crossing bridges. Every Lion Dance should
convey a complete story and the performers must be
good in martial art.

Both northern and southern types have the variation of
the fierce and calm style. The calm type shows its
tameness, gentle and playful character, while the fierce
style uses its motion to show that it is the King of the
Jungle.
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Three famous lion types can be identified: Liu
Bei, Guan Gong (Kwan Kung) and Zhang Fei.
They represent historic characters in China
that were recorded in the classic, Romance of
the Three Kingdoms. These three were blood
oath brothers that swore to restore the Han
dynasty.

The Liu Bei (Lau Pei) lion has a yellow face
with white beard and fur to represent wisdom,
bravery and kindness. It sports a multi colored
tail which encompasses the colors of the five
elements and known as Rui shih (Shui Shi) or
The Auspicious Lion.

The Guan Gong (Kwan Kung) lion has a red
based face, black fur; with a long black beard
and the tail is red with black trim. This Lion is
known as Hsing Shih (Shing Shi) or the
Awakened Lion and represents intelligence,
bravery, happiness, good luck and prosperity.

The Zhang Fei (Cheung Fei) lion has a black
based face with short black beard,
cauliflowered ears, and black fur. The tail is
black with white trim. He appears much
fiercer than the other two and is known as the
Fighting Lion. He is very aggressive and
strong. His movements are quick, sharp,
energetic and always aggressive.

The Lion head is alllindividually handmade by
skilled craftsmen and it IS mainly constructed
of papier-maché applied over a frame of
wicker and rattan. It has a furry mustache and
beard, a mirror on itS nose and a unicorn-like
horn on top of its head. It IS heavily decoratea
with tassels, fringes and bells the head Is

e painted with different colors used to signify
"\ \different characters.
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W Lionw Dance an

The Lion Dance is usually accompanied by a musical ensemble consisting of
minimum of three pieces: a large Chinese drum, a gong and a cymbal. The Lion
Dance Is not choreographed to music; instead the musicians follow the lion's
movements. Each of the lion's moods and moves has its own associated rhythm.
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Cao Qing is the climax of the Southern Lion
Dance. It not only expresses high pugilistic
skills, but also shows the braveness and quick
wittedness of the dancers. Cao Qing is to
hang a bunch of lettuce, oranges and a red
pocket with token of amount of money inside
on the upper part of the building. The lion
picks up the lettuce and chews it for the good
luck and wealth.

Collaboration for both the lion head and tail is
very important for Cao Qing and the
movements must match the music. The eight
basic moods of the lion are joy, anger,
sadness, happiness, fear, suspicion, greedy,
motion and silence which are shown during
Cao Qing.
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Lion Dance is a long standing Chinese tradition. Even
today the Lion Dance endures as an ever-celebrated
facet of Chinese culture and is also a more sport-oriented
activity. These days the Lion Dance is more for recreation
than an expression of belief.
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