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Woodblock new year print is a genre

of Chinese folk art. It is also a unique art
form springing up in Chinese national folk
art. Imbued with the epochal and national
characteristics, the prints are closely related to
the ordinary Chinese people’ s lives, which are
used for decoration to add a festive atmosphere
during the Chinese Lunar New Year. The
prints usually depict lots of auspicious and
joyous indicators echoing the New Year
saying, “Goodbye to the Past and Welcome the
Future”.

The origin of the new year print can be
traced back to the pictures of Door Gods that
were popular in ancient China. The first
production process of a typical print is to
engrave the entire outline of the desired picture
on a printing plate after sketching all the lines
of the original draft. Further, basic colors are
printed and the final process is color-adding.
New year print is popular throughout China.
Among them, the Yangliuqing Woodblock
New Year Prints have been crowned the best
one in production, handing down, influence
and artistic value.

The Yangliuqing Woodblock New Year
Prints were named after the Yangliuqing
Town of Tianjin where they originated. The
Yangliuqing Woodblock New Year Prints
became popular during the reign of Emperor
Chongzhen around 1628 at the end of the Ming
Dynasty (1368-1644) and flourished during
the reigns of Emperor Yongzheng, Qianlong
and Jiaqing (c. 1723-1820) during the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911). At that time, almost
every household in or around Yangliuqing
Town was involved in the business of the
woodblock new year print more or less. In

fact, the town was synonymous with the folk
art. The heritage today has a history of more
than 400 years.

The styling of the Yangliuging Woodblock
New Year Prints is deeply influenced by the
essence of modeling and artistic style of
Chinese detailed brushwork'and folk prints.
The artists in the Yangliuqing Town, many of
them who were very talented, were recruited
to the imperial court during the Yuan, Ming
and Qing dynasties (1271-1911). Due to
Yangliuqing’s geographical advantage to the
capital Beijing, these artists were influenced
by the fastidious style of Academy Painting’
during the Song Dynasty (AD 960-1279).
Therefore, this celebrated artistic style can
be seen in the Yangliuqing Woodblock New
Year Prints. The procedure of making the
Yangliuging Woodblock New Year Prints can
be summarized as Half Printing and Half
Painting. The first few production processes
are similar to all of the other woodblock
prints—Engraving and Printing. The last
process is what sets it apart from other
printing styles—painting the pictures in colors
manually. Hence, the whole process perfectly
unites the beauty of woodcut engraving and
brush painting together. The treatment of
portrait processing is dramatically exquisite.

Besides, most of the detailed parts are
manually painted by the gongbi technique of
fine brushwork, literally “Detailed Strokes”.
Especially the facial parts, for instance, involve
six or seven steps in the last process Painting.
The artist applies a layer of white powder on
the figure’s face and then dabs rouge on the
cheek. The twisting technique with an oblate
brush (bianbi) cannot come to an end until the
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best hue is achieved. According to the artists’
term, subdued and slight coloration is called
soft color while strong and striking coloration
is called hard color. It is safe to say that the
Yangliuging Woodblock New Year Prints are
characterized by both of soft color and hard
color.

In addition, a more intriguing step is
how a print be finished. The artist will put the
unfinished prints onto several boards fixed
on the wall, a special tool called huamenzi in
Chinese, to facilitate the last process Painting.
The huamenzi demands all the prints to be
rotated 90 degrees rather than following the
routine horizontal position. This technique is
a unique skill of the Yangliuging Woodblock
New Year Prints and is also the local artists’
esoteric technique passed through generations.

The composition of the Yangliuqing
Woodblock New Year Prints emphasizes
the balance between ideal and actual images
and the relationship between the main figure
and supporting figures. This compositional
philosophy is probably influenced by the
Western perspective technique, as there were
quite a few foreign artists serving the court in
the Qing Dynasty  (1644-1911). Their skills
during this period would have had an influence
on the Chinese local artists” views considerably.
Gradually, the perspective principle was
also adopted by Chinese folk artists, which
has entiched the spatial expression of the
Yanghuging Woodblock New Year Prints
accordingly.

The Yangliuging Woodblock New Year
Prints cover a wide range of topics, which
embody historical stories, contemporary customs
and scenes from ordinary lives. By inheriting
the traditions and following the current ideas,
the category of the Yangliuging Woodblock New
Year Prints is never bland. From their origin
to today, the Yangliuging Woodblock New
Year Prints have witnessed the great changes
in Chinese society for thousands of years

including political, economic, cultural, religious
and social life. They not only manifest
Chinese people’s thoughts and spiritual
outlook, but also concentrate the civilized
aesthetics and survival experiences of the
Chinese agricultural society. To some extent,
the Yangliuqing Woodblock New Year Prints
really offer a pictorial encyclopedia of China.
After the First Opium War (1840-1842),
the types and productive scale of new year
print shrank rapidly owing to the endless war.
Firstly, Chinese rural economy was in extreme
depression. Secondly, the emerging of the
lithography technology aggravated the new
year print business to some extent. Besides,
the artists in distress struggled to make ends
meet. Even the brilliant artists were in dire
circumstances and the whole industry was

in jeopardy. The print workshops almost
grounded to a halt before the establishment of
the People’s Republic of China in 1949.

After the New China was founded, the
Tianjin municipal government put all of the
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available manual labor and material resources
into rescuing, collecting, unearthing and arranging
the Yangliuging Woodblock New Year Prints.
The great achievement endows traditional
folk art with resurrection. In 1958, the Tianjin
Yangliuging Fine Arts Press was established. The
Press systematically preserved a great number
of the precious files and production techniques.
This rescue is of great significance to the
research of Tianjin folk customs, other traditional
forms of new year print in North China, and the
positioning of the Yangliuging Woodblock New
Year Prints in Chinese art history.

The Yangliuging Woodblock New Year
Prints are recognized as the pinnacle of China’s
new year print genre and having played an
important role in the development of Tianjin
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culture and even the Chinese folk culture. In
2006, the State Council listed the Yangliuging
Woodblock New Year Prints into the first
National Intangible Cultural Heritage Lists.
In 2011, financed by the Tianjin government
and the Tianjin Yangliuqing Fine Arts Press, a
museum dedicated to the rescue and spread of
the Yangliuging Woodblock New Year Prints
was finally established. The museum has
comprehensively collected more than 10,000
pieces of the Yangliuqing Woodblock New
Year Prints and more than 6,400 woodblocks
produced as far back as the Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644), which possesses the best collection
of the Yangliuging Woodblock New Year Prints
both in quality and quantity.

Yanglinging Woodblock New Year
Prinrs features selected prints from the Tianjin
Yangliuqing Woodblock New Year Prints
Museum. It would not have been released
without the support of the Tianjin International
Culture Association. The book serves to
draw more attention to the art protected and
preserved by the Tianjin Yangliuging Fine Arts
Press after generations of conservation and
research. Besides, it is the first time since the
opening of the museum that a comprehensive
overview of the collections has been presented
to amateurs and collectors. Apart from the
exquisite pictures, the book also provides
a lot of details, such as the title, date, and
theme of each print. We believe that the book
will enrich the world’s artistic treasures and
thus encourage readers to pay attention to
traditional Chinese culture.

The book is divided into three chapters.
The first chapter outlines the history of
the Yangliuqing Woodblock New Year
Prints, giving the timeline of the industry’s
development, prosperity, decline and rescue. The
second chapter details the production process
with examples, which include Sketching,
Engraving, Printing and Painting. Nowadays,
the original production process is still used for
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contemporary new year print by the Tianjin
Yangliuging Fine Arts Press. The third chapter is
a collection of the gorgeous prints, which were
classified by their themes. The selected exhibits
feature vivid images, various figures, rich details
and fresh colors. As a matter of convenience, all
the words are in both Chinese and English.

In summary, the folk aesthetic concepts
and orientation of the Yangliuging Woodblock
New Year Prints still have a reference to the
aesthetic category today, which became the
foundation of the traditional arts’ development.
Times change and the Yangliuging Woodblock
New Year Prints inevitably have to follow the
trend of the times, thus endowing the art form
with new life.

LIU Jianchao
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:

Notes:

| . Chinese detailed brushwork refers to a Chinese painting style
characterized by meticulous rendering and heavy coloration.

2. Academy Painting usually refers to delicate brush strokes or

detailed rendering works painted by court artists during the
Song Dynasty (AD 960-1279). It also refers to a style adopted
by the artists or their imitators in the Southern Song Dynasty
(1127-1279). In order to meet the need of Royalty, the
subjects of this genre are usually flowers and birds, mountains
and rivers, court lives, and religious themes. It emphasizes the
rules of technique, unity of form and spirit, and magnificent
style.

3.The artists serving court refer to the talents who were

recruited to the imperial court to which their crafts were
exclusively dedicated.
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