The Art of Fans and Umbrellas of Hangzhou

As cooling implements, fans bring refreshing breeze to people in summer. In China, however, fans have also possessed artistic charm and unique national characteristics since ancient times. 

The earliest fans in China appeared in the Shang and Zhou periods, more than 3000 years ago. There are many kinds of fans in China, such as paper fans, silk fans, palm-leaf fans, feather fans, bamboo fans, and wheat-straw fans.  

The shapes of fans may be round, square or in the shape of plum-blossom, crabapple-blossom, or sunflower. Having poems written and paintings done on facings is one of the main characteristics of Chinese fans. Celebrated Chinese calligraphers and artists have been fond of writing and painting on fans since ancient times and have left many masterpieces. With profound cultural accumulation, the art of fans is an important part of traditional Chinese culture. Though each is usually about one chi (equal to 1/3 meter) in length and less than a few ounces in weight, Chinese fans are closely associated with people’s daily life. And they are also unique works of art that combine the art of calligraphy, painting, literature, carving, drama, lacquerware, cutting and pasting, and mosaic.

The most popular fans in China are folding fans. They are handy and convenient to be carried with elegance. Hangzhou is the most famous place for making folding fans. The slats of the folding fans produced in Hangzhou are usually made of precious materials. The well-known black-paper fans, sandalwood fans and ivory fans are among the fine works of Chinese fans. 

The Umbrella is one of the most widely used tools in daily life. The earliest appearance of umbrellas in China could be traced back to 4000 years ago. The original purpose for the invention was to protect from rain. When it became popular, the umbrella was also used to ward off strong sunshine. The basic structure of the umbrella has had no fundamental change, but its variety and functions have been increased with the development of the society. The oilcloth umbrella came into being in modern times and was followed by plastic umbrellas and nylon umbrellas. In recent years, anti UV umbrellas and many others have appeared in markets. 
 .  

The Hangzhou handicraft umbrella that combines practical use and art value is an exotic flower in the garden of Chinese national arts and crafts. The ribs of the umbrella are made of fine bamboo. When it is closed, the exquisite umbrella looks like a piece of bamboo. The canopy of the umbrella is usually made of oilpaper, lace or silk. Umbrellas can be divided into printed umbrellas, painted umbrellas and embroidery umbrellas according to the designs. And each of the designs has its own characteristics.                                     

The History of Chinese Fans

The earliest fan could be traced back to the Yu and Shun periods, 22nd century BC-21st century BC. In the Shang and Zhou periods (17th century BC-11th century BC), Zhishan, fans made of feather and with a long handle, appeared and were regarded as a symbol of imperial dignity. In the Han Dynasty (206BC-220AD), along with the development of silk industry, silk fans, also known as Tuanshan, appeared. The silk fans were ellipsoid, rectangle, kidney-shaped or in the shape of crabapple-blossom, and the montures were made of sandalwood. From the end of the Han Dynasty to the Wei Jin periods and Northern and Southern Dynasties (c. 220-589), the most famous fans were made of white goose feathers and were mostly used as tributes to the imperial court.
Folding fans, which are widely used even today, first appeared most likely in the Song Dynasty (960-1279). In the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), it became a fashion for writers and artists to write and paint on the surface of fans, and later it gradually developed into a new and important art form – the art of fan calligraphy and painting, which has a great influence on the history of traditional Chinese painting. Folding fans are categorized as Hang (Hangzhou) fans, Su (Suzhou) fans and Ning (Nanjing) fans, etc. and all of them are called elegant fans of Suzhou and Hangzhou.

Nowadays, most Chinese fans are made in Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Sichuan and Guangdong provinces. The art value of fans for appreciation and collection has gradually surpassed their practical value.
The Types of Chinese Fans

China is regarded as the kingdom of making fans. There are four or five hundred types of fans, among them the most popular ones are feather fans, palm leaf fans, silk fans, cattail leave fans, round fans (used by maids in palaces), folding fans, bamboo fans and goose-feather fans. Each type of fans has its own function. The silk fans were used by ladies of wealthy families. The round fans were used by maids of honor in palaces and had the function of blocking the sunshine and warding off the wind, and showing the dignity of emperors. The cattail leave fans were usually used by peasant women, female servants, woman matchmakers or sedan-chair bearers. As to the scholars, they would prefer folding fans. The goose-feather fan of Zhuge Liang, the most well-known strategist in ancient China, was the symbol of calmness, quick-wittedness and wisdom. In the Chinese painting Beauties Wearing Flowers by Zhoufang of the Tang Dynasty (618-907), the silk fans with long handles the ladies were holding were a kind of blocking fans. They were made of white silk and were painted with peonies, making fans look very expensive and elegant. In the painting Han Xizai Hosting a Dinner Party by Gu Hongzhong of the South Tang period (937-975), Han Xizai was holding a square silk and bamboo fan with round corners, and his maids were holding round painted silk fans with long handles. It shows that both silk and bamboo fans and silk fans were favored by powerful families and nobles in ancient China. 

Hang (Hangzhou) Fans (1)
Fans made in Hangzhou are the most famous among the well-known Chinese fans. Hang fans became famous in the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127) and the making of the fans developed in the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279). Nowadays there are more than 400 types of Hang fans with thousands of designs such as black-paper fans, sandalwood fans, white-paper fans, silk fans, scent-wood fans, round fans (used by maids of honor in palaces), peacock-feather fans, birds’ down fans, fans for dancers, screen fans, portable fans, hat fans, white-rib fans, etc.. 

Black-paper Fans

It is a very important type of Hang fans. The slats are made of mao bamboo or lady palm. The upper part of the monture is mounted with pure mulberry paper and decorated with golden paint, silver paint, paper-cuttings, painting or calligraphy.
White-paper Fans

White-paper fans are mounted with Xuan paper, a quality paper for painting and writing. The montures of top-grade white-paper fans are made of mahogany, ebony or bones. Chinese scholars of all periods have taken pleasure in writing poems or painting on this kind of fans.                                  

Hang (Hangzhou) Fans (2)
Sandalwood Fans  

Folding fans made of sandalwood have a natural and long-lasting scent.

White-rib Fans

Made of cow ribs and carved with flowers and birds and other designs.

Round Silk Fans

Round silk fans could be traced back to the Western Han Dynasty (206BC-25AD). The facing of the fans was painted with beauties, flowers, birds, fishes, insects, blue rivers or green hills, and the painting was always accompanied with a poem and the signature of the painter or the writer. Round silk fans were very popular among young ladies.

Silk Fans

The facing of the fans is made of silk or cotton cloth and is decorated with paintings or screen prints.

Hanging Fans

Hanging fans, also known as screen fans, could be hung on the wall as decorations or used as screens in a hall or drawing room.

Feather Fans

The materials used for feather fans are generally the feather or down of birds, such as goose, turkey or peacock.

Sandalwood Fans Used as Table Screens 
A beautiful sandalwood silk fan is put on an exquisite stand to make a set of handicrafts. The fan is made of sandalwood and the stand is of mahogany or chicken wing wood.                                                             

The History of Chinese Umbrellas

The umbrella has a long history in China. According to historical records, it dates as far back as more than 4000 years ago. It was said that the wife of Lu Ban, an outstanding carpenter in the Spring and Autumn period (770BC-476BC), invented the hand-carry umbrella. At the beginning, umbrellas were very expensive as there were made of silk. Around the Han Dynasty (206BC-220AD), people began to use paper oiled with tung oil to make umbrellas. As a result, the oilpaper umbrellas gradually became popular. Chinese umbrellas were introduced to Japan in the Tang Dynasty (618-907) and to Europe in the 16th century. In the Qing Dynasty (1616-1911), exquisite painted umbrellas appeared.                                     

Umbrellas with Chinese Operas and Folk Culture

The umbrella has been an article of daily use for a long time. It has also been a widely used prop on the stage of opera, singing and dancing, and acrobatics. In the well-known Chinese traditional opera White Snake Lady, there is an act Borrow an Umbrella on the West Lake that shows the beginning of the tortuous love between Xu Xian and White Snake Lady after Xu Xian borrowed the umbrella. In one act of the famous traditional opera Peony Pavilion, when Du Liniang and her maid Chunxiang were touring a garden in spring, the umbrella was used as a prime prop. The above two operas are very popular in China.

    In some areas of China, the umbrella is used in traditional Chinese weddings as it symbolizes glory, splendor, wealth and rank. The Hakka people of Meinong in Taiwan, China believe that the umbrella is the symbol of precious friendship and good luck, so they like to present umbrellas at weddings as gifts with good wishes for harmonious marriage and lots of children. The Li ethnic group in China has a tradition that the young boy and girl dance under the same umbrella on the third of March in lunar calendar to express love for each other.                                                    

Types of Chinese Umbrellas

Umbrellas can be divided into practical umbrellas and handicraft umbrellas. The handicraft umbrella is an exotic flower in the garden of Chinese national arts & crafts. The ribs of the handicraft umbrella are made of fine bamboo. When it is closed, the umbrella of fine workmanship looks like a piece of bamboo. The material used for the canopy of the umbrella could be oilpaper, lace or silk. The handicraft umbrellas can be categorized as printed umbrellas, painted umbrellas and embroidery umbrellas according to the designs, and each of the designs has its unique artistic style and special characteristics.   

The lace umbrella is well-known too. The canopy of the umbrella is made of high quality cotton laces in different designs. The exquisite handle and stick of the umbrella are made of top quality wood. The oilpaper umbrella is made from high quality wood, bamboo, paper and tung oil. Its style is unique and it has practical functions of blocking sunshine and rain as well. 

The oilpaper umbrella is made with traditional techniques and folk art designs. The materials used are high quality wood, bamboo, paper and tung oil. With a unique style, the elegant and handy oilpaper umbrella has practical functions of blocking sunshine and rain as well. 

Silk Umbrellas of the West Lake

The silk umbrella of the West Lake was first made at the beginning of the 1930s. It is well-known in China today and enjoys the reputation of the Flower of the West Lake.
Canopies of the West Lake silk umbrellas are as thin as the wings of cicada. However, they are fine-grained, breathable and durable, sun proof and easy to handle. The canopies are very colorful and are usually painted with beautiful sceneries, flowers and birds, or figures, including the Ten Sceneries of the West Lake, beauties of old times, dragons and phoenixes, galloping horses, plum blooms and birds, and butterflies. The thin, smooth and lustrous ribs of the umbrella are made of fine bamboo produced only in areas south of the Yangtze River. Even under strong sunshine, the durable ribs can stay rigid.

    There are over a dozen of varieties of the West Lake silk umbrella, such as daily use silk umbrellas, rainbow umbrellas and the acrobatic umbrellas used by the acrobats in walking on wire. When ladies use the silk umbrellas, they look more elegant and charming.
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