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gl = Preface

China is a splendid country famous for its
clothing while embroidery is the traditional
Chinese craftsmanship of designing patterns
on different fabrics by threading the needle
as well as using a variety of stitches and
embroidery methods.

The embroidery has a very long history
and the craftsmanship is superb. The

patterns of the embroidery works are highly
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decorative and colorful with a unique artistic
style and feature. The art of embroidery
and colorful patterns throughout the ages
are treasures and important parts of ancient
Chinese culture and arts.

As it is a handicraft having a wide
geographical spread, the formation and
development of embroidery have been
greatly influenced by the geographical
environment. This book is to introduce the
history of embroidery, regional features,
some embroidery techniques and major
patterns with vivid illustrations, so as to give

an insight into Chinese embroidery.
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Origin of Embroidery
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Embroidery, also called “needlework” , is commonly known as
Xiuhua. It was called Zh/ (meaning “sewing” ) or Zhenzhi (meaning

“needlework” ) in the ancient times. Namely, embroidery is to pull
colored threads (including silk thread, wool thread and cotton thread)
with embroidery needles to stitch patterns or characters that have

been previously designed on the fabric (such as silk or cotton cloth).
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Clothes of the Primitive Society

In primitive societies, people used body
and facial tattoos for decoration. Since
they had clothes made of linen, wool,
and silk, they found that the tattoos had
been covered although the clothes kept
them warm. So they came up with the
idea of transferring the pattern from the
body to the clothes. This gave rise to
embroidering all kinds of patterns on
clothes.

As far as the Shang and Zhou
dynasties 3,000 years ago, China had
already created the magnificent shadow
silk and colorful embroidery. The Shang
Dynasty embroidery work discovered in
Henan province proves to be the earliest
embroidery handicraft in China. This
embroidery pattern consists of diamond-
shaped patterns and angular wavy
patterns. Strand-twisted silk threads
were also used on the edge of those
patterns, indicating that the technique had

reached a very high level. In Baoji City
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Bone Needles Used by Primitive People
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of Shaanxi province, a piece of dyed silk
relic belonging to a tomb of the Western
Zhou Dynasty had been excavated. The
pattern was embroidered by yellow silk
with Bianzi Stitch. The lines are smooth
and natural while the stitches are even
and neat, reflecting the embroidery skills
at that time. This method of embroidery
is still being used right now. And there
are colorful drawings in yellow, red
brown, brown and red. The method of
combining embroidery and painting at
that time still belongs to the start-up
phase of embroidery.

According to the Book of History,
the hierarchical dressing system of the
Zhou Dynasty provides that “clothes
should be painted and embroidered”.
There are twelve patterns on the Mianfu
(official costume) worn by emperors of
the Zhou Dynasty, which are the sun, the
moon, stars, mountains, the dragon, the
ringed pheasant, ritual vessels, algae, fire,
rice, axes and two back-to-back beasts
respectively. All those patterns are either
painted or embroidered. There are records
in the documents of pre-Qin Dynasty
that people used vermilion to dye threads
and embroidered scarlet patterns on pure
white clothes, and this is how the phrases

such as “scarlet embroidery on white
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clothes”, “dragon embroidery on imperial
robes 7 and “black and blue-green
embroidery on officials’ robes” came into
being. At that time, some of the clothes
were embroidered and painted together
while others are embroidered first and

then filled with color.
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Twelve Patterns

Twelve patterns refer to those appearing on the official dress of ancient Chinese emperors and
nobles, and the dress painted or embroidered with the twelve patterns is called “the hierarchical
dress”. The subject of the twelve patterns had appeared as early as in pre-historical society and
been applied to decorate the original pottery.

Each of the twelve patterns has its symbolic meaning. The sun, the moon and stars are
symbols of brightness; mountains are revered and have the significance of bringing thunderstorm;
the dragon is chosen as a symbol of flexibility; the ringed pheasant represents impeccable
literary talent; the ritual vessels symbolize loyalty and filial piety; the algae is the aquatic
plant, representing cleanness as the symbol of pure and noble behaviors; fire is selected for its



significance of honesty and openness; rice is chosen for its nourishment with agriculture as the
base; the axe is taken as a symbol of a capable and resolute style of doing things; the pattern of two
back-to-back beasts means keeping away from evil and learning from good deeds, symbolizing
the virtue of distinguishing right from wrong and rectifying wrong behaviors.
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Painting of the Qing Dynasty: Twelve Patterns [part]
Paintings 1 and 2 are ritual vessels, representing loyalty and filial piety; painting 3 is algae
(aquatic plant), representing cleanness; painting 4 is fire, representing brightness; painting 5

is rice, representing nourishment; painting 6 is axe, representing resolution; painting 7 is the
pattern of two back-to-back beasts, representing discernment.
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From the Zhou Dynasty to the Wei
and Jin dynasties, embroidery works
had become popular among both the
ruling class and common people. The
embroidery of the Warring States Period
was exquisite, and Bianzixiu (chain
stitch) dominated. For example, the
embroidery works unearthed from the
Chu tomb No. 1 of the Warring States
Period at Mashan Brick Factory of
Jiangling, Hubei province, have patterns

of paired phoenixes, paired dragons, and
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Embroidery of Phoenix Pattern on Silk (Warring States Period, 475 B.C.-221 B.C.)

The phoenix pattern is embroidered with red-brown, golden yellow, light gray and greenish yellow threads
on a piece of red-brown silk by using Suoxiu Stitch. The patterns are in the shape of diamonds with a
phoenix opening its wings and pulling its tail inside. The skill is exquisite and the colors are brilliant and
gorgeous. It fully shows China’s superb silk embroidery skills during the Pre-Qin Period.
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Thin Yellow Silk Coverlet with Patterns
of Coiled Dragons and Flying Phoenixes
(Warring States Period, 475 B.C.-221
B.C.)

The silk coverlet with patterns of coiled
dragons and flying phoenixes was embroidered
with Suvoxiu Stitch. On the whole, the flexible
curves, solid surface, sparse points and
diversified colors form different layers of
patterns, illustrating the elegant, smooth and
amazing features of the emblazonry of the
Warring States Period.

tigers made with such stitches. They
didn’t need painted patterns or filled-in
colors, showing that the skills at that time
had become mature. The patterns of the
works are precise in structure with clear
geometric layout and extensive use of
flowers, plants, birds, dragons and beasts.
The images of plants and animals were
romantically put together. Realistic and
abstract techniques were both adopted so
that the images are slender and clear with
much space, an important feature of the
embroidery patterns of the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States periods.

The earliest embroidery works
so far extant in the world are the two
works unearthed in the Chu tomb of

the Warring States Period in Changsha,
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Thin Silk Coverlet with Patterns of

Phoenixes and Dragons (Warring States
Period, 475 B.C.-221 B.C.)

The rectangular coverlet with patterns of
phoenixes and dragons consists of five pieces
of thin yellow silk with patterns of phoenixes and
dragons. The patterns of the five pieces, made
up of eight pairs of dragons and phoenixes in
bilateral symmetry, are alternatively arranged
and the edge joints are patched by horizontal
connecting sashes.
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Hunan province. They were completely
embroidered with Bianzigu (i.e., Suoxiu)
on silk and gauze. The stitches are even,
the colors are elegant, and the lines are
smooth. The patterns of flying dragons
and phoenixes, tigers and auspicious
beasts are vividly and lively displayed,
fully demonstrating the achievements of
Chu’s embroidery art. Since the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods,
people started to connect the words Jin
(“brocade”) and Xiu (“embroidery”) to
describe good things.

During the Qin and Han dynasties,
embroidery had developed to a higher
level. It can be inferred from the
silk paintings and embroidery works
unearthed from ancient tombs that the
embroidery skill at that time was highly
developed and embroidery works had
also become major export products.

In the Han Dynasty, all industries
were thriving due to the economic
prosperity, and the silk weaving industry
was particularly developed. The emerging
rich class formed a new consumer class
and the demand and supply of embroidery
was becoming huge. Embroidery not
only became popular in a wide range
of clothes but also moved towards

specialization. The skills, in particular,



