Preface
Long ago, the Chinese often used a kind of blue and white colored hand-woven cloth in their daily lives. Although this cloth is simple in craftsmanship and dyed with pure natural pigments, it distinguishes itself visually with its sensational beauty and with its decorative pattern changes. The use of this fabric in the realm of fashion and accessories provides both an elegant and clear beauty that is pleasing to the eyes, and also serves as extremely characteristic example of ancient customs.  According to historical documents, this traditional hand-woven cloth has a more than 2,000 year-old history. The remains of these fabrics have been unearthed on the color plastics on the Bodhisattva sculptures in the ancient Dun Huang caves. The earliest unearthed relics can be traced back to the 4th Century AD. They have been identified as a kind of material that was printed and dyed in an ancient Chinese folk style. This craft spread widely over China and was very popular in the Tang Dynasty.  Even in today’s industrial age with advanced and rapidly developing printing and dyeing technology, this blue-and-white cloth is still popular in some ethnic minority regions in China. As a "living fossil" in the history of Chinese textile dyeing and printing technology, this traditional handcrafted technique survived in different parts of China each with different modes of production. These can be subdivided into three kinds as a result of the different printing and dyeing processes: bandhnu, batiks and blue print. Currently in China, all of the three crafts have been listed on the state-level intangible cultural heritage list and have received national recognition. They have been put under state protection as living cultural relics. For thousands of years, this folk art, deeply rooted in the countryside, has been a living, breathing example of local interests and has been developed and passed down from generation to generation. It is not only a constant means to beautify and dress up the ordinary life of the common people, but it also reflects the beautiful souls of the Chinese workingwomen and their yearning for a happy life. Today, let’s walk together through those old fabric-dying workshops to recall the flavor of those blue memories.
 Bandhnu

1. In some areas in China, especially in Yunnan Province, the Bai ethnic group has maintained the legend of the bandhnu craft for generations. The study and succession of this craft mainly takes place in the family unit, and has occurred predominantly between females. Starting from a very young age, girls unconsciously learn from what they constantly hear or see around them in daily practice, and it becomes a necessary skill. A woman’s level of craftsmanship in the Za Hua (tie and knot) craft has even become a criterion on which to judge her talent. In the making of dresses and other accessories, the bandhnu has become an integral part of local life. Now the bandhnu crafts of the Bai regions in China have been listed on the first state-level intangible cultural heritage list.

2.  The usual bundhnu method starts with drawing the outline of the design on the cloth, followed by needling the cloth together to create the "flower" pattern by a variety of folding, bundling, pinching, twisting, stitching, winding, knotting, clipping etc, so that the cloth is tied in various shapes. The knotted cloth is then dyed by being soaked repeatedly in the pigment solution. Due to the different density of the ties, the fabric absorbs the pigment at different intensity levels. After the knot is untied, the cloth appears to have different shades, rich in color layers, and the blue and white has been mutually infiltrated into the patterns. The fresh and elegant natural changes in the pattern’s texture create a strong and un-replicable artistic effect.

3. The Za Hua (tie and knotting) processes require extraordinary patience and care. In order to convey different artistic effects, a piece of Za Hua cloth usually requires varied stitches, and its craftsmanship is very complicated and dizzying. Za Hua skills not only embody the wisdom of women but also celebrate their meticulous care and endeavor.

4. Bandhnu pigment is usually comprised of two kinds of pigment: mineral and plant. Pine wood barrels are used as the containers for dyeing white fabric. Due to the uncertainty of the effect in ancient times, the dyers are peculiar about the date and timing of this process. They endeavor to choose a very auspicious day and sometimes even go to the temple and burn incense in prayer. The soaking process usually requires several times. For complex patterns, this process sometimes even takes days. And then the fabric then needs to go through a high-temperature cooking and dyeing process before it can be taken out of the barrel. After being rinsed and air-cure dried, the fabric will be taken out of its stitches. Cleaning and air-cure drying has almost become a symbol of a bandhnu family’s local custom. The blue and white folk weave fabrics, long and short, big and small, hung to and fro, drying from their dying process, has become a unique part of the local scenery.

5. Bandhnu products are rich in type and in their variety of patterns. The motif is always associated with the local preference of flowers and plants, animals, moons, and stars. For example, the beautiful butterfly wings are bestowed with the wish for a better life while a full pomegranate implies more children in a family and refers to the prosperity of a family. As local life is mingled with the culture of the Han people, the emergence of some typical Han motifs have also appeared, such as the auspicious dragon and phoenix pattern, a symbol of happiness, and the Mandarin duck, a symbol of love between couples and of happy family unity. Also, the symmetrical uniform Yin and Yang pattern embodies universal harmony. In the old days, the beautiful bandhnu patterns of flowers and birds were designated as tributary gifts to the imperial court.

Batiks

1. Batik was quite popular in the Song dynasty in China but declined in later years. Nowadays, it has mainly remained in the Miao regions in Guizhou Province. The production process is comprised of using beeswax and paraffin wax and then drawing the patterns with a melted wax liquid and a hand-tailored wax knife or sharpened bamboo stick on the cloth, and then dipping it into the indigo blue dye solution. The part of the cloth without the wax becomes dyed blue. The cloth is then put into boiling water to remove the wax and enable the blue and white design to appear. Due to the wax cracks that naturally occur after the wax solidifies and in the process of soaking and dying, the patterns will be full of natural cracks, which in the end form a type of ever-changing grainy delineation like that which occurs in broken ice. Even for the same individual artisan, the printed patterns are always different. People call it the soul of batik.

2. Due to the quick solidification of the liquid wax in the painting process, the wax knife cannot stay on the cloth for very long, which requires the painter to work very swiftly and skillfully. An accomplished painter usually does not need to hit the drafting table, but instead draws free form. It takes a few days to finish drawing a complex and attractive scarf.

3. Different from bandhnu, a piece of painted batiks cloth will be taken out of the dying container to be aired and cured for several hours in every 30 minutes. Soybean slurry and local rice wines are applied to enhance the adhesion of the pigment to the cloth. The longer the cloth is soaked, the darker the color is until it meets the required coloration. Sometimes after being dyed, red and yellow color will be added so as to augment the blue and white colors with a simple and handsome elegance. The most commonly used material for batiks is a locally woven, soil-grain cloth, which has a concave-convex feel and is thick and durable. It contains the required unique texture and visual effect.

4. The pigment comes from a local blue grass. The patterns are composed of animal and plant motifs, but are much bolder, exaggerated, free and fickle in composition as compared to bandhnu. Fish and swirls are common patterns, a symbol of abundance in a year. Tigers symbolize strength and power while little birds and peacocks symbolize a luxurious livelihood. 

5. The bronze drum (timbal) is the local Miao ethnic minority’s main sacrificial utensil and is also a symbol of power and honor. Created by rubbings of the decorative patterns imprinted on the bronze timbals, these batik patterns are now often used as bedcovers at funerals as a respect for the deceased elderly. The timbal patterns are also used on some children's clothing, bestowing a blessing on the children to become a respected person when they are grown up.

6. When and even before new babies are born, mothers prepare various batiks dresses for the newborn. Also, relatives and friends often send undergarments with the imprints of tiger eyes as an auspicious blessing. Some mothers sew several undergarments together, believing it will bring children more protection. Before a wedding, mothers hand make and prepare the bedding trousseau for her daughter in batiks, sewing her blessings for the new couple for a lifetime of happiness into the fabric. The girl will do her own wax painting and prepare her own beloved dowry.            

The blue printed calico
1. The production of blue printed calico originated in the Tang and Song dynasties. It became popular in southern China in the Ming and Qing dynasties and has remained today in the Tujia area in Hunan Province and Nantong in Jiangsu Province. Blue printed calico uses soybean powder and lime mixture as the protecting agent, and uses hollow carved patterns as the printing plate. To imprint the patterns onto the cloth, the dyer puts the carved pattern frames on the cloth and then plasters the (soybean and lime) mixture onto the cloth into the hollowed sections of the carved patterns. This forms white patterns on the cloth that the pigment is unable to penetrate. The cloth is then dried and submerged into the indigo solution. After wind drying and the dried paste being scraped off, a bright blue and white calico pattern emerges, serving as a contrast to the bright, harmonious traditional cotton prints. 
2. The carved patterns or designs are made with a strong, multilayered paper, and are hand carved, just like paper cutting. Its composition is intricate and lively, and fully embodies local characteristics. Because of the fact that carved patterns need to be used repeatedly, tung oil is brushed on to improve their resilience. Because the printing design can be an uninterrupted operation, the whole bolt of cloth can be dyed at one time and then later freely cut into pieces for costumes. The blue calico is China's first example of multiple-printing technology.

3. Due to the fact that carved printing can be mass-produced and profitable, blue printed calico dye works spread all over China, especially in Nantong area where a professional dyeing industry zone was developed. The blue printed calico fabrics are used for clothing, bedcovers, wall ornaments, tablecloths, scarves, door curtains, baggage towels, toys and decorations, and it is closely linked to people's lives. It has also promoted the development of China's dyeing and printing industry.

Conclusion

For years, the three above-mentioned blue printing technologies in China have been deeply rooted in the common life of Chinese people, offering a vibrant taste of art in ordinary life. Today, with the increasing development of textile printing and dyeing technologies, mechanization has gradually replaced the traditional craftsmanship; its practical value has diminished, but its artistic value lingers on, continuing to grow and take on new looks. Its simple but romantic and artistic quality has also aroused people's attention. Many such old practical utensils have now been transformed into works of art, enabling to establish its own position in the history of art and culture. 
Today, although these ancient Chinese dyeing techniques have survived and been inherited only in some remote minority areas, with the development of the Chinese tourist industry coupled with the changes in people’s aesthetic values, these ancient local crafts are glowing with a new vitality. The production technique has been improved and the composition has become much richer and more vivid. There is a breakthrough even in terms of the fabric itself as silk material has been introduced.
Product categories have expanded to clothing, household items and toys. The former old dye works have attracted many tourists. Now a special blue printed calico museum has been established in Nantong. As the consciousness for the protection of intangible cultural heritage is promoted, people are more aware of its value and are beginning to cherish, study and inherit these ancient crafts as part of traditional Chinese culture, savoring the mystery and charm of the Chinese national art as well as the Chinese history and culture. 

