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The Lion Dance Costume Maker
By Lim Chey Cheng

Lion dancing is traditionally performed during auspicious
events, especially during Chinese New Year, but also for
birthdays, opening and welcoming ceremonies and corporate
events. To the Chinese, lions exemplify courage, superiority
and stability and have the power to expel evil spirits and
ghosts. Therefore, the dance is always accompanied by
the loud clashing of gongs and cymbals and the beating of
drums. The lions have large heads and bodies held up by
two men who prance around vigorously to symbolise vitality
and longevity while the tail sweeps away evil spirits and bad
fortune.
The making of lion heads is a traditional craft that is dying
out. Mr Henry Ng is the undisputed master craftsman in this
field; probably the only remaining full-time one in Singapore.
The heads are made with bamboo, gauze and layers of paper,
then painted and decorated. Mr Ng first splices strips of
bamboo to make them thin and pliable so that he can bend
them to form a skeletal frame – the main part is the skull,
with separate parts for the movable ears and mouth. Strips
of special paper from China are rolled and used to tie the
bamboo. The frame is then covered with a layer of gauze,
which can absorb the glue for the small pieces of paper
pasted on both sides.
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The whole head is supported on an aluminium base
made from a curtain track, Mr Ng’s own invention, born
of necessity. In the past he could purchase broad strips of
bamboo for the base, but in recent years was unable get them
as supplies from China ceased, so he had to innovate. The
aluminium is pre-shaped, saving him extra work.
Mr Ng only makes lion heads on commission and his
customers specify the size, colours and type of decoration
they want. Parts of the heads are hand-painted with poster
colours or decorated with coloured paper and tinsel. Round
eyeballs outlined in colours are attached. All the heads have
a tin foil disc, simulating a mirror for deflecting evil. Mr Ng
makes the entire head from scratch, while a tailor sews the
body.
Dyed various colours, genuine rabbit’s hair (from China)
or sheep fur (from New Zealand and China) is used for
the lion’s ‘hair’. The colours have symbolic meanings,
for example black lions are traditionally used for temple
celebrations.
Some companies commission special lions for corporate
events; one had a pair of golden lions made last year. The
mirrors on the heads were plated with gold worth several

The specially made golden lion

thousand dollars and the cloth for both the head and body
was decorated with gold sequins and embroidery. The lions
took two weeks to make, compared with the usual five to six
days and were valued at $15,000.
Although there has been a revival of commercial and
school lion dance troupes in the last decade, orders for Mr.
Ng’s hand-made lion costumes have declined. This is because
imports of cheap, mass-produced costumes from China cost
a fraction of the $1,200 to $2,000 Mr Ng charges for each lion.
As a result he makes fewer lions, only 30 to 40, whereas in
the 1990s he made more than a hundred a year. Because the
quality of Chinese
factory-produced
lions is inferior and
cannot be compared
with Mr. Ng’s
customised, handmade ones, discerning
lion dance troupes
still go to him.
Mr Ng works from
his HDB flat where
the small balcony is
filled with his raw
materials and works
in progress. He is very
passionate about his
craft having learned
lion dancing at age
13. He taught himself
Mr Ng splicing and bending bamboo
to make the costumes
for the frame
as a hobby. In 1995
he gave up his job to
become a full-time professional. Unfortunately his children
are not interested in this work, so the roar of the lion in Mr.
Ng’s home may not be heard in time to come although he is
determined to continue making the lions as long as he can.
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