Preface

The Chinese New Year Prints (Nián Huà in Chinese) are a time-honored art form of significant standing among the many traditional folk arts in China.  New Year Prints often use subjects and motifs reflecting historical and social themes, village and town life, and people’s aspirations and beliefs.

Employing a woodblock printing technique, the New Year Prints enjoyed glory and popularity during its heyday in the past. As an art form with unique features developed over the past centuries, it is deep rooted in folk traditions and popular for festive decorations. And in comparison with court artisan or literati paintings, they are much closer to life, more vigorous and fun. New Year Prints have also played multiple roles in satisfying ordinary folks’ amusement and spiritual impulses, their aspirations for renewal, new beginning and need for festive decorations. Their extensive, all-encompassing subjects have covered contemporary life, historical stories, Chinese myths, legends, novels and drams, often including heroic personalities, beauties and plump babies. Out of this great variety, those reflecting ordinary people’s everyday life with simple moral instructions and edifying themes are the most prevalent.

Artisans for woodblock printing often have rural and farming background and the craftsmanship is perfected and passes on through apprenticeship over generations.  During and after the 1940s, academy-trained artists also joined folk artisans in creating fine quality New Year Prints, depicting people fighting in revolutionary wars, defending the country and building a new socialist China, which became an outstanding phase of the development of Chinese woodblock printmaking.  

With fundamental social transformation and changes in people’s living conditions, the traditional Chinese New Year Prints no long enjoy the popularity as they did in the past.  The 100 woodblock New Year Prints of this exhibition depict life and pursuits of the common people in rich and diverse dimensions, spanning many centuries, from the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) to modern times, reflecting the impressively long lineage of a folk and cultural heritage.

[Texts for 20 Exhibition Panels]
The Origins and Development of the Chinese New Year Prints

1. The tradition of celebrating the Chinese New Year, or Spring Festival, began since very ancient times.  All festive activities and trimmings are typically described with the word for “Year” (Nián), such as the dinner on the New Year’s Eve (Nián Ye Fan),  offer of New Year Greetings (Bai Nián), and New Year Prints (Nián Huà).  Over the centuries, New Year Prints have gained much diversity in both content and form.  They have been by no means restricted to the New Year’s celebration. All similarly styled prints are collectively called the Chinese New Year Prints.

2. The earliest New Year Prints had Gate God (Ménshén) motifs.  According to Chinese mythology, two legendary brothers, Shen Tu and Yu Lei, had the power to capture spirits and put them to trial under a peach tree at the foot of Du Shuo Mountain.  Those spirits that may bring evil onto people would be bound with straw ropes to feed tigers. Therefore, people displayed peach wood figurines, straw ropes and decorated gates with tiger images at official residences and common people’s homes to ward off evil spirits and to welcome good ones during the Chinese New Year celebration.

These are the earliest origins of Gate God adornments and all kinds of New Year pictures.

3. The ancient Chinese also believed that gate deities in the images of celestial generals would ward off evil spirits that roamed the night, blessing them with peaceful sleep.  By the Jin Dynasty (265-420), people began to adorn house doors with images of roosters at the beginning of each year as the roosters’ crow would mark the sunrise and retreat of ghosts.  The painting of roosters and tigers on the gate to keep evil spirits away expanded the subjects of New Year pictures beyond mere guardian gods in human images.  In New Year Prints from Kaifeng of Henan Province, Fenxiang of Shaanxi Province and Taohuawu of Suzhou, we can still see the legacy of this tradition.  Golden roosters, promising brightness and happiness, are used to decorate the house doors of the local people, a traditional practice reflecting people’s strong aspirations for peace and a happy life.

4. In the old days, New Year pictures in bright colors with good fortune and prosperity motifs adorn gates and walls of almost every Chinese household during the celebration of Spring Festival.  

These New Year pictures blessed millions of families across the country with joy and festivity.

5. As woodblock printing technology evolved and became widely in use during the Tang Dynasty (618-907), it became possible for mass reproduction of the seasonal New Year pictures.  By the Song Dynasty (960-1279), the use of pictures for New Year decorations had become very popular with both rural and town people.  It was documented that a “street market outside Chaotianmen Gate was already doing brisk business beginning from the tenth month of the Chinese lunar year with merchants hawking silk-clad calendars and gate god pictures of varying sizes…”
Two kinds of New Year prints, which were originally made in Pingyang (today’s Linfen of Shanxi, Province), were once found in Gansu Province.  Their elegant, lavish style and sophisticated composition reflect the advanced level and scale of woodblock printmaking at that time.
6. The Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) saw the pinnacle of woodblock art printing in China, with the extent of use and sophistication in technique far surpassing previous eras. 

The use of woodblock prints for New Year decorations spread widely as the emperor of the Ming Dynasty personally promoted such practice.  The old prints that have survived to this day include the Tripartite Gods for Fortune, Wealth and Longevity, and the Celestial Official Bestowing Good Fortune, the most popular color woodblock prints of the Ming Dynasty.  There were other practical calendars with images of the Buffalo for Spring Plowing, Kitchen God and God of Grain.  The classical novels, such as the Legend of the White Snake, Education of Mencius by His Mother, Three Kingdoms, and Journey to the West, were also used as the subjects of these Ming prints.

7. The rise of the local opera, Tanci (a form of storytelling and ballad singing) and popular novels in the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) prompted the use of characters and scenes from these forms of entertainment.  Woodblock prints were no longer only seasonal, but had gradually become suitable for decoration in all seasons with a greater variety of subjects and themes.

The diverse subjects are a hallmark of prints produced in this period.  In addition to human figures, flowers and landscape, scenes from satirical tales such as the Mouse Marries off Its Daughter and serial images depicting popular two-part allegorical sayings, with clear moral instructions and a dose of humor, also found their way into New Year prints.  

8. The New Year Prints started with celebration of traditional festivals and embodied common people’s prayers for good rain and sunshine, bumper harvest, and protection of their household and animals against evil spirits and natural disasters.

New Year Prints were popular with rural and small town folks who might not have enjoyed sophisticated education.  To an extent, they helped popularize historical and cultural knowledge, providing food for thought for the masses in the vast country.  Although woodblock prints were most seen toward the eve of Chinese New Year in villages, rural market fairs and city streets and alleys, they were also used for various other festivals and significant occasions, such as wedding, childbirth, the end of first full month of a newborn baby, the start of schooling, passing academic examinations, receiving official promotion or appointment, moving into new houses, and sacrificial rite for celestial beings.   

Types of Subjects and Motifs

9. Woodblock prints in different collections in China that date back to the Ming & Qing dynasties and the Republican Period (1911-1949) contain a great variety of subjects.  In addition to characters and scenes from history, mythological stories, and popular novels, there are also depictions of the fisherman, woodcutter, farmer, scholar, characters from all walks of life, architecture, transportation, landscape, rare birds and animals, flowers and herbal plants, aquatic life, insects, market and street scenes, and various folk customs, offering all together a kaleidoscope of life and custom of the times. 

10. Images of gods and goddesses (Shen Xiang or Shen Ma in Chinese) include Gate God, God of Wealth, Kitchen God and Eight Immortals.  The Gate God, God of Wealth and Kitchen God are predominant in this type of New Year Prints with sacred images.  Though with regional variations, the story of the Kitchen God is most typical.  A mortal named Zhang Wanchang married Ding Xiang (Lilac), who was diligent and thrifty in housekeeping, and together the family became quite well-to-do.  But Zhang was not content and divorced his wife and married Haitang (Cherry-Apple), a sweet-talking, gluttonous eater, whom he fell in love with on his travels as a merchant.  In the couple's excessive indulgences, they soon exhausted Zhang’s wealth.  Zhang lost his eyesight in a house fire and became a homeless beggar.  At the door of one household, the pan-handling Zhang was given a hot bowl of noodle soup and let into the kitchen to keep warm.  He was certain that the soup was made by his ex-wife because of its familiar taste.  The distraught Zhang jumped into the hearth out of utter shame after confirming the truth.  Upon learning Zhang's death, the Jade Emperor declared him to be the Kitchen God, honoring his act of repentance, and made him a guardian god in all domestic affairs.

11. Another type of prints uses rural farming motifs such as spring sowing and autumn harvesting, which account for a large percentage of all New Year Prints.  Busy Farm Work, the most representative of such themes, depicts farmers in a complete range of farming activities throughout the year, including plowing, sowing, weeding, irrigating, wheat harvesting, thrashing and sifting out chaff and dust, and the sacrificial rite in gratitude to the God of Farming.  Prints of similar themes include Men Busy at Ten Farming Activities and Women Busy at Ten Domestic and Weaving Activities, reflecting their respective work in agricultural communities.  Some prints also reflect fashion trends and social custom in their depiction of societal changes and daily life scenes.

12. Auspicious New Year Prints commonly use images, with style variations across the country, of Immortals for Union and Harmony.  These two figures are usually in the image of young boys with untied hair and in embroidered silk costumes, one holding a lacquer box, the other a lotus flower, which are plays on homonyms with “union” and “harmony” in Chinese.  The prints with such images are attached to new store signs on the opening day or the doors of newly weds.  The images of these two immortals, also referred to as Union and Harmony Saints, and lotus and lacquer boxes, are thought to carry blessings for a happy union and plenty of customs.

Prosperity and privilege, fortune and wealth, and fertility and posterity are ubiquitous themes of what auspicious New Year Prints are.  The printmaking workshops also churn out special subject auspicious prints at customer request for weddings, birthday celebrations for elders, store openings, starting of apprenticeships, ancestor worship, etc.

13. Another subject area for New Year Prints is enlightenment and moral instruction, sometimes delivered with images of female beauty and landscape.  In ancient times, these prints offered religious or edifying messages, and encouraged self-improvement and practice of good deeds.  Prints in this exhibition include Fulfilling Filial Duty (also popularly known as 24 Filial Deeds), Guard against Greed, Pictures of Mean Deeds, etc., which in their days offered rudimentary moral instructions in the rural areas. 

14. Classical novels and local operas also provided much content materials for New Year Prints.  Initially, stories from local operas were adopted as subject matters in printmaking design and composition, such as in early Taohuawu prints of Princess Baihua Bestows the Gift of a Sword, Sweet Dream in the Garden, and Phoenix Pavilion.  As popularity of local operas grew, New Year Prints began to borrow popular scenes from local operas, capturing one or a series of stage scenes in prints.  The artist would often go to the theatre himself and make sketches of stage acts or performers in their sublime moments (tableaux), and then created refined designs based on the sketches and memory back at their workshop.

15. During and after the 1940s, academy-trained artists also joined folk artisans in creating New Year Prints of excellent quality depicting the people of China fighting in revolutionary wars, defending the country against foreign invasion, building a new China and promoting literacy and knowledge, quite in keeping with the traditional affinity between New Year Prints and ordinary people’s life.

Stylistic Features of Celebrated Centers of Chinese New Year Prints

16. Mianzhu New Year Prints

Mianzhu New Year Prints involve a lot of hand painting, a main feature that distinguishes them from prints of other regions.  The unparalleled beauty of Mianzhu prints is characterized by their clear-cut lines of varying strengths and cheerful and uninhibited images.  They have taken on both the legacy of hand-painted New Year pictures of the pre-Tang era and technique of woodblock printing perfected in Tang and Song dynasties.   Like printmaking in other regions, the first steps for Mianzhu prints are key block carving and printing for lining.  However, these are then followed by hand painting and coloring, with woodblock printing only serving the purpose of delineating outlines of images.  The hand painting by different artists reflects distinctive style characteristics and prints finished by the same artist will also be different from each other and each unique in itself.

17. Yangliuqing New Year Prints
Yangliuqing New Year Prints are known for their courtly tastes.  Similar to processes for New Year Prints from other regions, Yangliuqing printmaking also begins with a sketch which is followed by carving of a key block and printing.  This will then be followed mostly by hand painting in the manner of traditional Chinese painting of the meticulous style.  The clever combination of carving, woodblock printing and the brushwork and coloring of hand painting create, out of half finished and printed uniform copies, prints each of unique stylistic features, being either intricate or crudely vigorous, with individual artist’s signature touches.

18. Yangjiabu New Year Prints
Yangjiabu Woodblock Prints, using motifs based on rural life, but not being restrained by realism, have maintained a strong rural flavor and earthy aesthetics to the liking of local farmers.  They are acclaimed for their utmost simplicity in design and exaggerated images, using traditional lining technique, supple and symmetrical composition, smooth and flowing outlines, and bright and strong contrasts with bold colors of red, green, blue and yellow.  They reflect at once a simple and cheerful quality of northern China and a graceful and airy elegance of the South.  

After the founding of new China, Yangjiabu New Year Prints also adopted themes of progress and development in rural life, reflecting the yearning of rural people for a better life.

19. Zhuxian New Year Prints 
Zhuxian New Year Prints represent a school that first came into being almost alongside the invention of woodblock printing itself.  Zhuxian prints were almost entirely created with woodblock printing processes and hand painting was very seldom used.  They have borrowed from the legacy of Han (206 BC – AD 220) and Tang (618–907) Dynasty murals in their artistic styles with fully filled composition, confident coloring, vigorous and solid lines and structures with force and honesty in carving work, and show an evident rustic originality.  The honest simplicity, solid force and vitality are style features typical of nomadic peoples of China.

The thematic sources for Zhuxian prints are mainly from historical drama, classical novels, local myths and folk tales.  Gate Gods are also a common theme in Zhuxian prints with a rich variety of varying designs.

20. Wuqiang New Year Prints 
Wuqiang New Year Prints distinguished themselves by their earliest adoption of political subjects such as the Resistance War against Japanese Occupation in WWII.  The celebrated print of Defending the Border Region uses composition and structure of gate god pictures and is the most representative of New Year Prints with modern subjects.  

Traditionally, Wuqiang New Year Prints always had a strong rustic quality.   The piece entitled Busy Farming Life shows over 20 farmers variously engaged in tilling the field, sowing seeds, weeding, harvesting and thrashing in a neat visual composition spanning a host of activities in different seasons and places.  The print delivers vivid and energetic scenes of a farming life that was filled with simple rural delights.
