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NEW YEAR PRINTS IN CHINA

The Lunar New Year is deeply rooted in the Chinese society. It is the prime festival of the year. As we
celebrate this happy event, we may also rediscover the significance of New Year and look into its
changing meaning in an ever-changing society. Through this exhibition, we hope to provide an
opportunity for examining the folklores and folk arts of the Lunar New Year.

There has been a long tradition of putting up auspicious or talismanic images during the Lunar New
Year in China. The custom of displaying pictures of door deities goes back at least 2,000 years. The door
deities at the time were the brothers, Shentu and Yulei. By the Tang Dynasty, door deities assumed
human forms, such as Generals Qin Qiong and Yuchi Gong, and the demon-quelling Zhong Kui to
exorcise evil spirits. By putting up New Year Prints, people wish to keep evil and illness at bay and ask for
good fortune and blessing. At the same time, the prints served as colourful decoration. Door deities
were but one, perhaps the most common, themes of New Year Prints. The Ming and Qing Dynasties saw
a proliferation of themes and subjects, and so extensive was the growth of the craft that the very name
for New Year pictures had seven or eight variants in different parts of the country.

The Tang Dynasty witnessed the use of block printing in producing New Year Prints. This technique
became extensively used for prints in the Song Dynasty, taking the folk art to a new stage, with prints put
up in almost all families. This art, which prevailed in the Central Plains in Northern Song Dynasty, spread
to the South of the Changjiang River during the Southern Song Dynasty. Though the prints came to a low
tide during the Yuan Dynasty, the subjects, techniques and styles diversified in the Ming Dynasty. During
the Qing Dynasty the prints thrived again, and the prints unprecedentedly incorporated materials from
various fields such as traditional operas, novels, real life, landscape paintings and flower-and-bird
paintings. The technique of the prints also changded a great deal. Block printing or half-painting,
half-printing totally replaced the traditional realistic painting.

New Year Prints are normally executed in three stages: drawing the design, carving the design on a
block of wood, and reproducing the image from the woodblock onto the paper, each performed by a
different craftsman. Occasionally one person may tackle all the three steps of this printmaking process.

The most famous centres of New Year Print production were Taohuawu of Suzhou and Yangliuging of
Tianjin. Their works were most prolific and sold all over the country. Almost as famous were Yangjiabu
of Weixian in Shandong and Mianzhu in Sichuan. These places are often mentioned together as the four
major centres of production. Other noteworthy places include Foshan in Guangdong, Wuqiang in Hebei,
Zhuxiangzhen in Henans and Zhangzhou in Fujian. Indeed, almost every province in China had its own
New Year printmaking centres. In terms of artistic merit, prints made in different places were fairly
uniform, but in style each had its own local characteristics.

Suzhou became the most important centre of printmaking by the Ming Dynasty. Naturally the
Taohuawu ateliers were able to benefit from this advantage so that by late Ming their New Year Prints
attained a unique style among its peers, and were poised to make their mark overseas. In the Kangxi era
of the Qing Dynasty, New Year Prints from Taohuawu were exported to Japan, where they enjoyed
popularity in Nagasaki and other places, and directly influenced the development of ukiyo-e prints.
Taohuawu prints have been preserved {ill this day in Japan. Early Taohuawu prints were characterized by
precise drawing and carving, and a decorative style favouring pink and pale green, the pastel colours
imbuing the prints with freshness and a sense of refinement.
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The Yangliuqging ateliers of Tianjin went into large scale production by the Hungzhi era in mid-Ming.
Although the prints still featured a strong flavor in folk art, the range of subjects expanded and the styles
were tinged with the influence of Song and Yuan Academy painting. The hand-painted prints with bright
and vivid colours won its prevalence in north China for 300 years. It remains as the principal source of
supply till this day.

New Year Prints from Yangjiabu in Weixian, Shandong, have a history of over 200 years. Their style is
forthright and somewhat rough, featuring bold lines and a pronounced rural flavour.

The tradition of New Year Prints production in Mianzhu, Sichuan, goes back to late Ming, with its peak
in the Qianlong and Jiaqging eras. Favourite subjects were door deities and folk tales. Mainzhu
printmakers excelled in colourings, with designs sketched in black and colours added according to strict
rules. For instance, red and yellow are not to be contiguous while blues of different shades are to be
adjacent to each other.

Zhuxianzhen, the representative of prints of Henan, which began production in the Northern Song
Dynasty and boomed during the Qing, was the leading centre of prints in the North and Central Plains.
The prints with simple background are not very large, mainly depicting the figures of traditional operas.

Wugiang, the centres of prints in Hebei, is the most famous print-producing area. The prints of Hebei
with the rough style, booming in the middle of the Qing Dynasty, chiefly incorporated materials from
traditional operas.

Prints from Zhangzhou are equally wide-ranging in subject matter and have as strong a folk flavour.
Some prints have classic simplicity, with beautifully drawn lines and a fine sense of colour. Outstanding
in quality are the old narrative prints produced in the Qing period. There is a boldness in the use of colour
and an innovative spirit, for example, in the use of black paper for New Year Prints, something unheard
of elsewhere.

Most of the prints of Guangdong were produced in Foshan. The techniques are classified into two
branches of block printing and colouring by hand.

Because New Year Prints catered largely for markets in the vicinitiy, local characteristics prevail
reflecting local culture and the tastes of the community.

The Chinese New Year Prints, with its development over the past centuries, is a reflection of the
aesthetic standards, intellectual output and lifestyle of Chinese common people. From a historical and
cultural point of view, the Chinese New Year Prints are not only prints but also representation of both local
culture and history.

Source: Pan, L., & Tang, |. (1990). 4= % = New year pictures. Shanghai: Shanghai People’s Fine Arts
Publishing House.
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