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Preface

The famous historian, Lian Heng, wrote in “Crafts” of General History of Taiwan,
Taiwanese women seldom do spinning and weaving but are good at doing
embroidery. Their level of embroidery art has reached the level of Suzhou
and Hangzhou. Fine ladies compliment one another on their needlework.

Embroidery was the exclusive domain of Taiwanese women, and the exquisite
craftsmanship of Taiwanese embroidery at that time was comparable with that of Suzhou
and Hangzhou. Embroidery is a sophisticated craft and the original meaning of the word is
to use the cloth of silk, cotton, or linen as the base and then use a needle and threads to
arrange colors and patterns. Originally, the word “embroidery” is used as a verb but it can
also be a noun, meaning specific clothes and curtains with embroidered patterns. Clothes
are anything worn from head to toe, such as caps, shirts, cloud shoulders, halter tops, skirts,
pants, shoes, and the like. Some accessories are also included in the category of clothes,
such as wallets, money pouches, fan bags, tobacco bags, eye glass bags, and name card
bags, etc. Curtains are the items which hang in the living room and bedrooms or some
items used to protect or cover tables, chairs, mirrors and pillows, such as door curtains,
hanging decorations, tablecloths, bed nets, net hooks, pillow cloths, pendants, sword strips,
and the like. There are also some of the hanging items used as home decorations and for
some religious ceremonies and joyous events, such as kanhua on the worship table, coiled
flowers, eight immortals cloth (baxiacai), horizontal wall inscriptions, hanging sheets of
silk, table skirts, flags, silk pennants, and so on.

The theme of our first exhibition on the second floor of Taiwanese Cultural Relics is
furniture, which should make people recall and cherish the way of life in Taiwan’s early
period. The topic of the following exhibition is Taiwanese embroidery which focuses on
the occasions and costumes of weddings and birthdays. In total, there are about 190 items
on display. Most of the displayed items are from Traditional Art Center in Yilang and
Yilang Cultural Bureau, and private collectors in northern and central Taiwan. The
exhibition of embroidery artifacts reveals more dimensions for people to contemplate the
way of life of Taiwan’s early period. Actually, the so-called “early period” is only as far
back as the late Qing Dynasty. In the early period, Taiwan was an immigrant society, and
most of the immigrants were males. The government at that time implemented the “Sea
Restriction” law, which prohibited immigrants from taking their families with them.
Accordingly, there were few women. Besides, the life they led was full of hardship, so they
didn’t have time or energy left to pay attention to sophisticated embroidery work.

It is true that we cannot trace embroidery back to the distant past, and that most of the
costumes are borrowed from the contemporary Taiwanese Opera (gezaxi). However, the
gorgeous, colorful, and shiny embroidery artifacts deserve our attention, and will never be

outmoded, constantly revealing beauty and always inspiring modern fashion.

Ko N

Huang Yuan-Chuan
Director
National Museum of History
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General Introduction to Taiwanese Embroidery

Lin Shu Hsin

1. Preface

In the 300 years since Zheng Cheng-Gong came to Taiwan and
established a kingdom during the Ming Dynasty, Taiwan
became a society formed by immigrants. The two main groups
from Fujian and Guangdong, as well as Aboriginals, who
developed later due to special historical factors, constituted the
leading communities in Taiwan. The immigrants accounted for
most of the population, forming an ethnic Chinese-centered
society and culture. In the tough days of the early development,
chaos and unrest were rife due to fights, revolts, and the like.
So in the beginning, most of the immigrants were males. The
Sea Restriction Policy forbade men to take their families to
Taiwan. The number of men was out of proportion with that
of women. At that time, the prevailing custom was that women
farmed, but they didn’t weave. Until a stable society was
formed, embroidery was one of women’s needlework duties.
Because few women came to Taiwan, therefore, there are few
Taiwanese embroidery works from the earliest era, and only
sporadic family-styled works can be seen. In addition, it was a
local custom to burn the embroidered clothes of the deceased,
so it was even harder to preserve embroidered artifacts. Any
remaining traditional embroidered artifacts are from the latter
part of the 19th century, the period from the late Qing
Dynasty to the time when Taiwan reclaimed its sovereignty, a
period of more than 100 years. Aboriginals developed from
primitive societies and formed their own culture, so by
definition, Aboriginal culture is not included in Taiwanese
traditional embroidery. Besides, the life of a Hakka settler was
simpler. Women engaged in farming and seldom devoted
themselves to decorative needlework. Some of their works were
similar in style to those of the ethnic Chinese, so no distinctive
style was formed. So-called Taiwanese traditional embroidery
therefore actually has the features of ethnic Chinese embroidery
from the Ming and Qing Dynasties and was influenced by the
embroidery of the Fujian and Guangdong areas, showing a fine

heritage accumulated for thousands of years.

2. Different stages

The development of Taiwanese embroidery and the increasing

number of Taiwanese immigrants was closely related to the
improvement of society and the economy. With the population
increasing, the economy developing, Taiwanese villages and
cities forming, and social activities expanding, embroidered
goods became not only daily goods but also luxury gifts. The
demand for embroidery therefore increased, demonstrating the
natural principle of supply and demand. As most of the
Taiwanese immigrants were from Fujian and Guangdong, the
lifestyles and customs were extensions of those in China.
According to historical records, the population increased
greatly after the Sea Restriction Policy was relaxed, around the
time of the Yongzheng and Qianlong eras. Especially in the
eighth year of Xianfeng (1858), the Tianjing Provision opened
five commercial ports, which opened the commerce of Tamsui
Port. As a result, foreign businessmen and missionaries came to
Taiwan one after another, trade and the economy boomed, and
Taiwan became a stable society.

From the analysis of relevant historical records, the early
Taiwanese traditional embroidery inherited most of its
techniques from China. Later, it combined others and absorbed
new techniques to innovate. Gradually, it represented a unique
traditional Taiwanese folk craft. The General History of Taiwan

States.

... The standard of the art of embroidery is
comparable to those of places like Suzhou and
Hangzhou. Fine ladies compliment one another
on their needle work. They make most of their
clothes themselves. Poor women make a living by

doing embroidery.

From this, we can see that most Taiwanese embroidery artifacts
were made by women and represent strong local styles. The
following are the three periods that we divided by the
development of the artifacts: the early, middle and late periods.

(1) The early period (the Ming-Zheng era to the early Qing
Dynasty):

Basically, people depended on agriculture and fishing for
their livelihoods. Chinese traditional embroidery was

directly imported to Taiwan. At that time women did
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embroidery using techniques from Fujian and Guangdong
and as a side-job when they had finished their farming
duties. The embroidered goods were made for domestic use
and not commercialized yet. The great bulk of family
necessities for government officials and gentry were

imported from China.

(2) The middle period (the middle Qing Dynasty to the early

era of Japanese rule):

During the period between the Qianlong and Jiaqing eras,
the number of immigrants increased greatly and economic
and trade activities flourished. Temples were established
everywhere, making religious festivals more frequent and
daily life more diverse. Besides daily embroidered products,
the demand for embroidered goods increased. More
professional embroidery workshops were established around
temples at different places. Family embroidery was more
commercialized. The embroidery industry was very

prosperous.

(3) The late period (the middle era of Japanese rule to the

early period after Taiwan reclaimed its sovereignty):

Under the influence of Japanese and Western cultures, the
costume underwent an apparent change. During the middle
era of Japanese rule, the “Kominka Movement” forbade
traditional religious activities and promoted a Japanese
lifestyle, so Japanese clothes gradually became the
mainstream. Western-style “cross stitch” and “appliqué”
were imported, and machine and random embroidery
emerged after Taiwan reclaimed its sovereignty. Hand-made
traditional embroidery could not compete with them, so it
gradually decreased and finally declined. Only a few

workshops were engaged in pure art embroidery creations.

3. Types

The types of Taiwanese embroidery can be categorized into two
groups: decorative embroidery and practical embroidery. The
primary goods from the former are wall decorations and
mirrors, which are gifts for relatives and friends to present at
social events. The embroidered nets are widely seen at joyous
events or birthday parties and religious decorative goods are the
next most popular. The latter, so-called mainstream
embroidery, has great variety. Its range is very wide, showing its
popularity in daily life. Primary embroidered goods can be

categorized into the following groups:

The Beauty of Traditional Taiwanese Embroidery 9

(1) Costumes: Top shirts, skirts, shoes, hats, accessories, official
costumes, emblems, the fringes of collars and lapels, the
ends of sleeves, the front parts of skirts, sword strips,
fringes, the faces of shoes, women’s hat accessories, shawls,
halter tops, purses, handkerchiefs, men’s hat accessories, fan

sachets, wallets, tobacco sachets, and glasses sachets.

(2) Bedding Products: covers, sheets, pillows, and decorations

for nets.

(3) Home Decorations: Curtains, tablecloth, table skirts,

coasters, chair covers, cushions, tea pot covers, etc.

(4) Festival Decorations: eight immortals cloths (ba-xian-cai),
decorations for worship tables, nets for joyful events and

birthday party, wall decorations, column decorations, etc.

(5) Religious Decoration: embroidered net for palanquins,
flags, clothes and accessories for the honor guards at

funerals, etc.

4. Techniques

From the existing embroidery artifacts, Taiwanese traditional
embroidery skill clearly inherited basic features from the Fujian
and Guangdong embroidery of southern China. Strong and
contrasting colors are widely used, such as pure red or black as
a base with colored or gold-colored threads. The arrangement
of patterns is very complicated and detailed. The themes of
mythology, folklore, parables regarding auspiciousness, or
shunning evil are very common. Landscapes, flowers, plants,

and poems are also commonly seen.
The following are the main techniques and steps.

(1) Materials: This is the most basic part. The right cloth has
to be chosen according to the types and functions of the
embroidered goods. Generally speaking, silk, damask, lace,
satin, and brocade were the most common, but sometimes
cotton was used, too. Next, appropriate colors and the right

sizes were selected and cut.

(2) Copied Patterns: From ancient times, traditional
embroidery patterns were passed down by various
embroidery pattern books. For the sake of convenience,
embroiderers often chose their favorite patterns to copy
directly, but some embroiderers created new patterns by
themselves. Paper was often used when an embroidery
pattern was drawn. Some high-skilled embroiderers directly

depicted patterns on the satin or brocade cloth.
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Woman's Coat

Inexperienced embroiderers often put oil paper and
transparent thin paper on the sample book or drawing
sketch to imitate the patterns, and then used ink or

compact powder to draw the contour.

(3) Embroidery Frames: There were big- and small-sized
frames. Domestic operations often used small-sized
embroidery frames, which were easy to move at any time.
The shapes of this kind were square or circular. The
embroidery workshops used rectangular frames, which
could be used by many people at the same time. When the
cloth was fixed firmly to the frame, embroiderers could start

to stitch and embroider.

(4) Stitching Methods: The main stitching techniques were
chain stitching, satin stitching, mixed straight stitching and
rolling stitching. “Chain stitching” is also called close-knit
stitching, the oldest stitching method. When stitching, the
thread was coiled onto the needle and needles were clutched
to form contours. “Satin stitching,” commonly used for a
larger scope, is also called spreading stitching. From one
end to the other end of the contour, a long needle was used
to spread the threads and then sticch. Another stitch,
commonly used in roots or stems of flowers or leaves, used
a short needle to arrange the threads, which could make
threads in linear or curve order. “Wrong stitching” is also
called “layered short-straight stitching.” Long and short
needles were used in turn, making the stitcch intertwined,
and the color of the threads could change from light to
dark, one layer after another. It was very suitable for the
feathered parts of birds or beasts. “Mixed straight stitching”
could be used in a radial scope. Generally, a short needle
was used for parallel shapes and representing a curve order.
Another “wrong stitch” is used in a radial scope, and often

used in grass or needle leaves. “Rolling stitching,” often
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used in the folds and veins of leaves uses slant threads with
long and short needles to flexibly contour a clear shape.
Other stitching methods include picking patterns, appliqué,
couching of gold thread, gold filling, etc. Some would add
cotton to the pictures to add the sense of embossment.
Every embroidered product required the use of multiple

stitching methods before it could be completed.

5. Patterns

The early Taiwanese ornamental embroidered goods were
imported from China. Most of them were mirrors and hanging
decorations, and the themes would vary according to the
functions. For example, in the patterns of the embroidered
goods at a birthday party, we would see an old birthday sage,
three celestials of happiness, prosperity and longevity, immortal
Ma Gu presenting the peaches, a birthday party for Mother
Queen of the West, eight immortals celebrating the birchday, a
peach of immortality presented in a birthday party, one
hundred characters of longevity in Chinese, god or Buddha
figures, etc. Most of the hanging decorations in the study are
embroidered writings or paintings, showing elegance, grace,
hope, or confidence, such as the hanging pictures or couplets of
pure delight in summer, orchids, bamboos, plum stones,
famous writings or paintings, and the like. Most of the
embroidered goods for the boudoir are embroidered screens
with patterns such as a Chinese unicorn transporting a baby,
flowers, birds, or birds and butterflies celebrating spring, etc.
Decorations for living rooms and halls are related auspicious
parables, like auspicious omens for New Year, deer and cranes
in spring time, god and Buddha figures, landscape, Buddhist

idols, etc.

There are two types of pictures and themes among religious
embroidered goods: the General and the Specific; the content
varied with the purpose. For example, the clothes and
embroidered accessories for god or Buddha had to be strictly
distinguished according to the ranks of genealogy. The patterns
for the worship table skirts and cloth had to be chosen properly
according to the chosen god. General patterns were dragons
and phoenixes. The auspicious beast head which bites the
sword is very common, too. The content and complexity of the
patterns for the flags, the bands, the clothes for honor guards,
would be chosen according to the rules and the features and
narures of the temples at different places. As for family religious
embroidery, the most common were the table skirts with ba-
xian-cai, on which you could see eight immortals, and dragons

and phoenixes.
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Practical embroidery includes clothes, skirts, shoes, hats, covers,
chair clothes, table skirts, mirror covers, pillows, coasters,
purses, fan sachets, tobacco sachets, and fringes. The patterns
are groups of flowers and light openings, etc. The shapes are
round, square, polygonal, and calabash, leaving appropriate
decorative space for embroidered flowers, birds, mountains,
and people. Some patterns from folk tales, auspicious
homonyms or parables can be seen, too. And the borders or
long strips, such as swords strips, would be represented in
layered patterns. Only official dresses and general satin clothes
for joyful occasions or festivals would have embroidery. We can
often see embroidered accessories in women’s shawls, the
fringes and sleeve ends of formal dresses, skirt fringes and
fronts, haltered tops, purses, and perfume sachets. Primarily,
men’s embroidery is fan sachets, wallets, and glasses and
tobacco bags. As for children’s embroidery, pictures which
depict the pursuit of auspiciousness and the evasion of evil are
common. Take children’s hats, for example. You can see tiger
heads, promotions of officials, and top-ranking scholars in the
patterns. In other home decorations, patterns incorporating
flowers, birds, grass, bugs, or other natural things were used as
themes. Auspicious patterns were also very popular. Especially
in women’s clothes and halter tops, patterns were sewn in
accordance with preference, showing artistic talent in a free
style. All of them are very colorful and reflect the joy of daily
life.

6. Conclusion

Taiwanese embroidery craft has a history of more than a
hundred years. In the beginning, embroidery was just
needlework adopting the styles of the individual families which

produced it.

Thee were no distinct, uniform features or systems. Styles were
simple and primitive, full of folk joy. In the middle era,
however, a new society was formed in Taiwan. Because of
Taiwan’s improved status, successful tea plants, prosperous
sugar trade, and growing businesses, a gentry class was formed.
Many newly rich merchants and their families valued bright
clothes and lavish home decorations to show off their wealth.
In addition, temples were set up everywhere, which had their
own music bands. Worship flourished, and as the festival
dramas boomed, the demand for religious decoration and
costumes increased. All of these made the embroidery
workshops thrive. This was the heyday of Taiwanese
embroidery art, forming its unique local features. The color red

was widely used in embroidered goods for joyous events or
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holidays. And religious embroidered goods abundantly used
gold and silver threads, gold embroidery, and couching of gold
threads to represent their shiny and lustrous styles. From the
cultural perspective, the reason this aesthetic was established
probably lay in the hardships and oppressed lifestyles of the

early immigrant society.

During Japanese colonial rule, due to the “Kominka
Movement” and political oppression, clothes were more
Japanese and folk religion worship festivals were forbidden.
Traditional embroidery craft declined, and only a few
workshops struggled to keep their business by producing
costumes and colorful flags to support themselves. After more
people came from China following Taiwan’s retrocession to
Chinese sovereignty, Peking opera prospered, and the
production of costumes, embroidered shoes, covers, and pillows
was popular again, giving the embroidery industry hope of
revitalization. However, the introduction of Western machine
embroidery created random stitching, and the popularity of
other Western stitches, such as “cross-stitching” and
“appliqué,”increased. Gradually, embroidery craft departed
from the old-fashioned forms and formed its own styles.
Embroidery, which required much time and work, gradually

declined. Only a few people turned to pure artistic creation.
The Elegant Speech by Liang yatang states:

If a nation wants to survive, it should have its
own independent culture. Languages, words, art
and customs are elements of a culture. Hence, as
long as the culture exists, the spirit of a nation

won't die and will also develop and prosper.

To sum up, folk art is an important accumulation of historical
culture for a nation. Since traditional embroidery art is one of
the most important crafts of our cultural heritage, we cannot
let it end. Especially as we face the challenge of globalization,

we should view this cultural issue more seriously.
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Taiwanese Costume: The Taiwanese Literati Perspective

Zhan Bihua

The costume systems that developed in Taiwan went through
three torally different periods: the Ming-Zheng Period, the
Manchu Qing Dynasty, and the Japanese Rule Period. If we
want to discuss Taiwanese costume, therefore, we have to use

the following three periods in our discussion:

1. The Ming-Zheng Period, from the end of the Ming Dynasty
to Kangxi year 22 (approx. 1644 — 1682).

2. The Manchu Qing Dynasty, from Kangxi year 22 to the
Sino-Japanese War (approx. 1683 — 1894).

3. The Japanese Rule Period, from the Qing cession of Taiwan
to Japan in 1895 to its retrocession to China in 1945.

Generally, Taiwanese costume can be divided into two
categories: One is Han Chinese and the other is Aboriginal,
which is too widely varied. Therefore in this article we will only
focus on Han Chinese costume. The main focus of the article
and its information sources are from Zhuzhi poetry recorded
by the literati. If we find other descriptions about clothes in

other poems and arias, we will also include them in this arricle.

1. Ming-Zheng Period, from the end of the Ming
Dynasty to Kangxi year 22 (1644-1682)

(1) Longevity Threads and Fragrance Bags

In the later years of the Ming Dynasty, Chenggong Zheng
developed the East Capital after successfully planning and
governing Fujian and Guangdong. According to the statistics
from Yatang Lian, about 800 literati migrated to Taiwan when
the Manchu Qing government moved southward and
consolidated its hold over most of continental China. ! These
people of high aspiration, who regarded the former Ming
Dynasty as the legitimate empire, tried their best to reestablish
that dynasty. However, these literati had left their hometowns
and couldn’t adapt to their new surroundings. Sometimes they
couldn’t even make a living, so it was understandable that they
couldn’t find the time to think about the great undertaking of
reclaiming sovereignty. Once things kept being put off, they

would always harbor bitterness. As a result, a sense of grievance

could often be perceived in their writings.

The contents of Zhuzhi poetry created in this period by the
literati are usually vehement and mournful, full of a sense of
frustration and loss. Reading between the lines, we sense
sorrow rather than joy. For instance, Guangwen Shen, an aide
to Mingfu King, took a boat to Kinmen in 1649, and then was
exiled to Taiwan. In one of his poems, he mentioned that it was
customary for Taiwanese to wear “Longevity Threads” during
the Dragon-Boat Festival. Though the topic of that poem was
about the hardship which the literati suffered when they drifted
around during the last years of a dynasty rather than about
Taiwanese costume, those poems still store a great amount of
historical information, which can play a leading role in helping
pass down and glorify the culture and restore the past life and
culture of Taiwan. The following is the poem, Kui Mao Dragon
Boat Festival.

There are always new poems at this time of
every year, When I stay long and sadly in a
strange place. I just hate that I am still alive
instead of starving to death, Why should I wear
“Longevity Threads?”

“Longevity Threads” are made of red or five-colored threads.
According to A Tour of Duty in the laiwan Sea by Shujing
Huang, kids would wear five-colored threads during the
Dragon Boat Festival; boys would wear the so-called “God
Chain” 2 on their left wrists and girls on their right. The General

History of Taiwan, written by Heng Lien, states:

On the 5% of May, women would wear
fragrance bags, on which five-colored threads are
used to produce something like birds, animals,
flowers and fruits. Kids also wear them to shun

evil.3

From this record, we can understand that this custom still
lasted until the end of the Qing Dynasty. Even today, Taiwan
still retains this old custom of wearing “Fragrance Bags” during

the Dragon Boat Festival.

Picture 1 is the fragrance bag which we can often see in Taiwan.




