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Introduction

In 2006, glove puppet theatre was chosen as the symbol that could best represent
Taiwan in a national opinion poll by the Government Information Office. Puppet
theatre gained over 130.000 votes, beating both the highest mountain (Jade
Mountain) and the highest building (Taipei 101), who respectively became second
and third (Epoch Times, February 17, 2006). Puppet theatre is viewed as an
expression of Taiwanese grass-roots culture and the puppets symbolize far more
than the characters they represent. Politicians from different parties are eager to be
photographed with a puppet or puppeteer during election season. Television puppet
shows have unleashed a craze among young people, which is quite unique in Asia.
This paper will chart the development of puppet theatre in Taiwan from the stage
performance to the television screen and its role as a symbol of a distinct Taiwanese
identity.
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Glove Puppet Theatre in Fujian and Taiwan: entertainment for the masses

Puppets never grow old. In Asia they are symbols of a shared local or sometimes
national identity. The immortality of puppets relates closely to their origins in
religious rituals and ancestral worship. The need to deal with concepts of death,
disease and many other natural phenomena resulted in many different belief systems.
Humans started early with the visualization of these religious beliefs through the
making of paintings and statues. In all cultures there was (and is) the need for deities,
ancestors and demons to actually present themselves as being alive, to comfort and
expel evil. This resulted in many different expressions: music, dance, mediums,
trance, rituals with masked persons and of course also puppets. Puppets are the
logical vehicles for expressing the eternal truths of beliefs as they are unchanging
and can be handed down from generation to generation.

Apart from their role in religion, puppets were starting to be used in theatrical
performances in India and China over 2000 years ago. China had the most
well-documented and elaborate puppet theatre culture during the Southern Song
dynasty (1127-1279). Glove puppet theatre developed into one of the most exquisite
forms of performance in southern Fujian during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644).

Albeit less respected than its older brother the string puppet theatre, it was and still

is an elaborate form of theatre just judging by the design of its puppets and stages.

19" Century stage and puppet from Quanzhou, Fujian province, China (collection of the Taiyuan Asian

Puppet Theatre Museum)
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In the past, the puppet as an object was a “living doll”, a moving representation of
daily life. In particular, the glove puppet theatre provided a tableau vivant of the all
the different characters of southern Fujian society. Puppet carvers were at liberty to
incorporate any type of character in the glove puppet theatre, as opposed to the
more rigid code of puppet characters in the string puppet theatre. Glove puppet
carvers were keen observers of society and any type of person could be incorporated

in the glove puppet theatre. For instance, foreign characters were introduced after

the Opium Wars.

Glove puppets representing a Portuguese (left) and an Englishman from the 1880s (collection of the

Leiden Museum of Ethnography, photograph by the author)

During the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), the large number of companies that
performed created a carving industry in Fujian that catered to local companies and
to companies in Taiwan. Puppets were also produced as toys for children, so they

could re-enact the plays on the stage.
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Toy puppets with clay heads (collection of the Leiden Museum of Ethnography, photograph by the

author)

Theatre companies were usually family based, with two performers and a number of
hired musicians, ranging from two to four people. Glove puppet theatre was always
viewed with suspicion by the authorities in China due to their itinerant lifestyle and
bans on puppet theatre dated back as early as the 12 century. Glove puppet
theatre was and is the smallest, most portable form of local theatre in southern
Fujian, apart from the aforementioned string puppets and several types of opera
performed by actors. Glove puppet theatre was also considered the least
respectable form of puppet theatre, its practitioners defined as belonging to the
lowest classes of society, its performance content often considered inappropriate by
the scholars of imperial China. In the 19" century in Xiamen, southern Fujian, there
was even a booklet published by local gentlemen to raise the level ad content of the
glove puppet performance (Loon 1993, 5). There is no information on audience
attendance of puppet performances before the 19" century, but it seems that both
adults and children enjoyed the shows (Rhein, 1889).

We thus find glove puppet theatre in the Ming and Qing dynasties as a popular
performing art with a limited number of performers that were easily transported and
relatively little cost compared to other forms of theatre. Theatre performances
accompanied every important event (always in connection with religious ceremonies)
in southern Chinese society and as such the need for performances was abundant.
Opera companies accompanied Chinese traders and immigrants all over Asia. Taiwan

was no exception.

Taiwan had never been part of the Chinese empire, apart from the Pescadores
archipelago. The latter were occupied by the Dutch in 1622. They were moved out by

force by the Chinese (Manchu) army and asked to settle in Taiwan by the governor of

4
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Fujian. In 1624, the 38-year rule of Taiwan by the Dutch started, as well as an
abundance of written records on the island. Theatrical performances are mentioned
and it seems that both opera by actors and puppet theatre were performed. After
the removal of the Dutch in 1662, we still find scant notes on performances
(Ruizendaal, 1998).
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An actor in the foreground is praying for a smooth performance to the God of the Theatre in Taiwan.
This is a representation of a Dutch artist on the basis of a written account; angels on stage imply the

religious context of Chinese drama (in Dapper, 1670).

At the start of the 18™ century, large-scale immigration of people from mainland
China began and with that the growth of Taiwan from an aboriginal tribal society
into a Han Chinese dominated area of the Manchu Chinese empire. There are no
sources on glove puppet theatre performances during this period and we can only
assume that puppet companies settled and performed on the island during this
period.

Only in the late 19" century we find that in the then emerging urban centre of Taipei
glove puppet theatre companies are active, with puppeteers often coming from

Quanzhou in mainland China.
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In 1895, Japan took control of Taiwan and did not involve itself with curtailing glove
puppet theatre performances until the advent of the Second World War when
outdoor temple performances were banned and only seven companies were allowed
to continue to perform, albeit in theatres. They performed with recorded Japanese
music and the performances were in a mixture of Japanese and Taiwanese. This
situation lasted until the end of the war (Wu 2005, 108-109).

1949-1987 Taiwan under martial law and rule by the Nationalist government (KMT)
In 1945, Taiwan became part of the Republic of China and was ruled by the
Guomingdang (hereafter KMT), whose armed forces were involved in a bitter civil
war with the armies of the Chinese Communist Part. The KMT took over Taiwan as
true colonizers, imposing a foreign language (Mandarin) on its inhabitants and
barring most Taiwanese from any position of power in the administration or any
other official organization. The KMT also followed thousand year old traditional
imperial suspicions towards the theatre and local religions. The latter had the power
to organize and bring people together outside government control and thus had to
be curbed. Another important factor was that the leadership of the KMT was deeply
influenced by western (Christian) values and was not tolerant of Chinese religious
expressions. Local religious activities and performances were curtailed. Some
opportunistic puppet theatre companies started short-lived experiments performing
in Peking opera style. After the retreat from mainland China in 1949, the early years
of KMT rule could be defined as a government under siege, highly suspicious of any
form of social disobedience, and thus imposing an iron fist rule under martial law.
The culture of the mainland elite was the shining example of national culture
(Wachman, 40). However, KMT rule would never reach the excesses of repression,
executions and mass killings in communist China after 1949. The puppet theatre and
religious festivals were controlled, curtailed and closely scrutinized, but never subject
to the intense government control and bans as in mainland China. The content of
puppet theatre plays was based on Chinese history and not offensive to the regime,
on the contrary, they even confirmed traditional Chinese values. Scripts had to be
approved, and minor corrections were made (characters named Mao were not

allowed to beat characters named Chiang, after Chiang Kai-shek etc.).
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Government control: Official document of the approval of one performance of a puppet play by the
Chang Xing Ge Puppet Theatre Company issued by the Department of Education of Taiwan Province in

1976.

Indeed, in the early 1950s, Taiwanese puppet theatre went into a period of
unprecedented growth and development, actually moving away from the southern

Fujian glove puppet style into a distinct Taiwanese style of glove puppet theatre.

Golden Ray Puppet Theatre: original Taiwanese glove puppet theatre

The exact moment when Golden Ray Puppet Theatre (Jinguang budaixi) started is
lost in time (Wu 2005, 123-154). In 1949, all contact with mainland China was cut
and subsequently no more Quanzhou puppets could be imported to Taiwan. The
Taiwanese puppeteers had to start making their own puppets and stages. Already

during the Japanese rule, experiments were made with huge painted cloth stages.

1940s indoor performance of the Xin Xing Puppet Theatre Company on a huge painted cloth stage
(photograph by Lu Sushang)
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These stages would later become the standard stage of the Taiwanese glove puppet
companies. At the same time, new and larger puppets were developed. Larger stages
and puppets meant that more people could watch the show, as opposed to the
smaller southern Fujian puppets and stages, and thus a company would be more
competitive in the performing arts market. The new puppets and stages were

complimented by technical innovation, such as recorded music and light and sound

effects.
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Typical modern painted cloth stage of the Ming Shijie Company from Ershui, Yunlin County, Taiwan

The iconography of the glove puppet theatre followed its Fujian roots regarding the

liberty in creating different characters, but went completely into overdrive creating a

vast array of amazingly creative types.

The process of Golden Ray transformation of the Laughing Male, xiao sheng, character (a lazy playboy
type). (from left to right) Qing dynasty southern Fujian puppet; Taiwanese Golden Ray version of the
original; Golden Ray Laughing Male with modern hairstyle; Taiwanese Laughing Male with pig nose

and ears. All puppets are from the collection of the Taiyuan Asian Puppet Theatre Museum.
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Characters were influenced by foreign movies, mainly from Japan, but also the sheer
creativity of carvers and performers, who would often consult with each other.
Puppet theatre was still mainly performed outdoors as part of religious festivals.
Golden Ray puppets theatre became the most important form of Taiwanese
performing arts, with over 300 companies performing to this day. Puppets became

coveted toys and puppet iconography could be found on many products and toys.

Kids playing with puppets in the 1950s (photo by Huang Jiying)

The Golden Ray puppet explosion was mainly concentrated in central and southern
Taiwan. In the north, the traditional southern Fujian style was supported by both

III

government and the academics as the original and only “traditional” style. Even until
the late 20" century, academics dismissed the Golden Ray style of performance as an
aberration of “tradition”. Such an attitude extended as far as children’s books, in

which the detrimental effects of Golden Ray theatre were transmitted.

Positive depiction of traditional southern Fujian style glove puppet theatre in “A-Hua Travels in Taiwan”

from 1982
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Negative depiction of southern Taiwanese Golden Ray glove puppet theatre in “A-Hua Travels in

Taiwan” from 1982

In the 1950s and 60s, Golden Ray glove puppet theatre established itself as the major
form of glove puppet theatre and the most widespread form of performing art in
Taiwan. This wave of popularity would gain new heights with the introduction of
televised puppet theatre.

From the stage to the TV screen

In the early 1960s, television was introduced in Taiwan and glove puppet theatre was
first introduced on television as well, at the time performing in Mandarin. Television
programs broadcasted in Taiwanese were gaining extreme popularity, a phenomenon
that seemed worrying to the authorities, which them limited the TV broadcasts in
Taiwanese to half hour at lunch and a half hour at night. Every Taiwanese of who
lived during this period vividly remembers these half hours, because these were the

times when Huang Junxiong’s television puppet show was broadcast.

Early television puppet backstage view

10
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Huang Junxiong is the son of Huang Haidai, the most famous puppeteer from
southern Taiwan and often credited as the father of the Golden Ray style puppet
theatre. Huang Junxiong’s puppet epic of roaming martial scholar Shi Yanwen and his
consort the Dragon Lady of the Bitter Sea, as well as minor characters such as

Two-teeth and Liu San, captured the hearts of the Taiwanese audience.

Liu San, Shi Yanwen and Two-Teeth (photograph provided by carver Xu Bingheng)

The TV puppet shows were performed in brilliantly narrated Taiwanese by Huang
Junxiong himself and the characters were original, funny and complex. The show
started to be aired in the early 1970s and after four years they were banned for
reasons of “disrupted the normal routine of agricultural and industrial work and thus
shook the foundations of the nation”. The KMT was following the same line as

imperial officials one thousand years ago for banning puppet theatre performance.

11
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Article on the diminishing the broadcasting of Taiwan language programs. Minister of Information

Taiwan is not the Taiwan of the Taiwanese, but of the Chinese”

«

James Song in 1980:

But Shi Yanwen had already become a national hero and nothing could stop the

popularity of the televised puppets. Moreover, they had sown the seeds of love for

puppet theatre for a generation of Taiwanese schoolchildren, as well as adults. In

1976, all television programs had to be broadcasted in Mandarin.

WA PN 2

Huang Junxiong performing in Pingdong County, caption: “Ten thousand people trying to see Shi

Yanwen.” (China Times, September 30, 1972)

12
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Huang Junxiong continued to perform outdoors and also puppet movies were
allowed to be produced. It would last until the lifting of martial law in 1987, when

the Taiwanese could finally start openly express and enjoy their own culture.

Record of the Huang Junxiong’s performance music and songs with his wife and singer Xi Qing

The television puppet theatre in return influenced the Golden Ray outdoor puppet
shows. After the 1970s, the Golden Ray shows became even more extensive with
more elaborate light and sound effects, exploding puppets, smoke cannons etc. It
really became the ultimate post-modern performance in which any element could be
incorporated. For example, Taiwan is also the only place in the world where there is

striptease puppet theatre.

Late 1970s striptease puppet (Collection of the Taiyuan Asian Puppet Theatre Museum)

13
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Holding Taiwanese identity in your hand: puppet theatre in democratic Taiwan
After the lifting of martial law in 1987, there was a slow but steady easing of
government control of society (the last arrest for political reasons was in 1991 and
the student in question was released after 10 days). It was also the beginning of local
Taiwanese culture hype with puppeteers like Li Tianlu gaining a national and
international cult status through the movie The Puppetmaster by Hou Xiaoxuan.
Young academics focused on research of the local Taiwanese arts and began to
conduct extensive fieldwork and organizations such as the Se-Den society were

founded to promote and preserve traditional Taiwanese glove puppet theatre.

Li Tianlu (centre) at the filming of the Puppetmaster

On a popular level the intellectual interest in puppet theatre by researchers was
overshadowed by the amazing success of the Pili International Multimedia company
from Yunlin. This company, the brainchild of Huang Qianghua and Huang Wenze,
sons of Huang Junxiong, started making television programs as early as 1983. They
started out with a revival of the Shi Yanwen series of their father, but over the years
built a puppet media empire that does not have its equal anywhere in the world. Pili
built the largest puppet film studio in the world, where production work continues
around the clock. Pili rode the wave of Taiwan cultural interest and built its empire
with great commercial acumen, using mass media as its main vehicle, as opposed to

stage performances.

The popularity of Pili could be attributed to several factors. Its language is modern
Taiwanese with a traditional twist related to the language of popular martial arts
novels. The puppets are original Taiwanese creations, as opposed to the small
southern Fujian puppets. The iconography of the puppets follows modern Asian
concepts of beauty, which we find in the pointed chins and the longer noses that are

now popular in plastic surgery all over Asia.

14
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New Asian concepts of beauty: pointed chin and larger noses. Humans have plastic surgery and

puppets follow fashion (Example of before and after plastic surgery from Korea and a Pili puppet)

Unlike other cultural expression in Taiwanese culture, Pili puppets have not been
heavily influenced by American, Japanese or traditional Chinese models. They are an
original Taiwanese creation and are speaking Taiwanese. They are modern, yet with a
link to the past and as such they form an excellent symbol of Taiwanese identity. This
is also why the Pili culture is embraced by young people, who generally show very
little interest in the southern Fujian puppets. Pili is Taiwanese, cool and digital. The
puppets also create a link with the Japanese cosplay (costume play) culture in which
kids dress up as their favorite cartoon or fantasy character. In Taiwan Pili plays an
important part in cosplay and fans go to great length to dress up as their favorite

characters.

Puppets and Cosplay models at the Fuse Fashion Week in Yunlin, southern Taiwan (Epochtimes, April

19, 2009)

15
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The Pili merchandising is done with great expertise and Taiwan is the only place in

the world where you can buy a puppet DVD in the 7-Eleven convenience store. The
7-Eleven convenience store chain has over 4000 franchises all around Taiwan. They
are open 24-hours. Taiwan is the only place in the world where a significant part of

the population is daily confronted with puppet theatre (merchandise).

Puppet commercial in 7-11 (photo by the author)

Other businesses also profit and hire the Pili characters for the promotion of their products, such as

the recent promotion of the new Asus computers in Taipei in 2013.

With such a living symbol of Taiwanese identity adored by the young generation and

16
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remembered with affection by the old generation, Pili puppets of course attracts the
attention of politicians eager to associate themselves with Taiwanese culture. As a
politician you can hold Taiwanese culture in your hand and it is a wonderful photo
opportunity. In particular, for the non-native Taiwanese politicians it is a great chance
to profile themselves and even speak a few lines of broken Taiwanese. This was the
case with presidential candidates Ma Ying-jeou and James Song, who did not miss

any opportunity to be photographed with puppets (Bosco 1994, 396-397 in Wu 2003)

E'Z

Presidential candidate Ma Ying-jeou and Wu Den-yih at the Pili studios
The puppet theatre companies are happy to oblige and assist politicians and usually

do not publicly express their political preference (all parties pay well for

performances at election rallies).

17
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Candidates of the DDP are also eager to be associated with the puppets. Some DPP
politicians, such as Frank Hsieh are actually able performers who learned how to play
the puppets when they were young. DPP politicians who are not very close with the
indigenous Taiwanese culture, such as DPP chairwomen Tsai Ing-wen, are
nevertheless eager to be photographed with puppets. A puppet of Chen Shui-bian
was actually mass produced for the elections in 2000.
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Xie Changting, the only politician who can also perform the puppets, at the Pili studios (2008)

DPP presidential candidate Tsai Ing-wen with puppeteer Huang Wushan in 2008
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Taipei street market preparation for the performance of “Little Ying Defeats the Three Evils” (Xiao Ying
chu San Hai), by the Gu Du Puppet Theatre Company from Tainan in 2015. This was organized by the
office of Tsai Ing-wen as a fundraising event.

Puppet theatre is not only used in politics as a photo opportunity, but also finds its
way in political cartoons and as criticism of the government. As in the cartoon below
we see former president Lee Teng-hui in doubt whom to support for the next
presidential election in 2000.

19
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(below) Teng-hui Glove Puppet Theatre Company; (left/right) Taiwan Number One, Taiwan First
(blurb) “Whom am | really supporting?...” (with KMT Ma Ying-jeou and the DPP Chen Shuibian

puppets) China Times cartoon by CoCo (Huang Yongnan) from 1998

Sometimes puppet theatre is even used in the Legislative Yuan, Taiwan’s unicameral
legislative body. In 2011, two DPP legislators performed the 20-minute play “Taiwan
Story, the History Chapter”, in which President Ma was depicted as the “Useless
Horse”, as well as criticizing premier Wu Den-yih, who was present at the time. The
puppet of DPP Chairwomen Tsai Ing-wen also made an appearance. Wu Den-yih’s
reaction to the play was: “...They even take the president in their hands, they take

their own chairwomen in their hands, it is a bad performance, untrue.” (Zhongwen

Xinwen Pinglunwang, October 14, 2011)

DPP legislators Guo Wencheng and Su Zhenqing criticizing Wu Den-yihi

20
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Mass produced glove puppet of presidential candidate Chen Shui-bian for the 2000 elections

(Collection of the Lin Liu-Hsin Puppet Theatre Museum).

Puppets, Taiwan and Taiwanese identity

In 2006, glove puppet theatre was chosen as the most representative symbol of
Taiwan in a national opinion poll by the Government Information Office. The small
traditional southern Fujian puppets, the Golden Ray puppets and the Pili media
empire are representations of a unique Taiwanese cultural expression that appeals
to all ages. The puppets develop in sync with social developments and popular tastes,
the interaction between society and puppet theatre is in a state of constant
development. While the puppet theatre panders to modern aesthetic tastes, at the
same time it provides a stage for people to become puppets (cosplay) or politicians
to act out their commitment to Taiwan and Taiwanese culture.

Politicians love to be photographed manipulating a puppet and paying homage to
Taiwanese tradition. There is the short moment of control with the puppet in the
hand of the politician and many smiles all around from the gathered crowd. Yet, in
the end who is manipulating whom? As the politicians retire, the puppets will still be
there, enacting the eternal stories of politics and power.

21
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