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The New-typed Chinese New-year
Painting in the 20" Century

Chen Lyu-sheng

The New Trend and Revolution of the Chinese New-year
Painting in the 20th Century

The Chinese New-year painting is generally considered as the door-god painting

originated from the Han dynasty (202 B.C.-220 A.D.) if we tell it in the history of art.

The cultural meaning and implication of Chinese New Year in folk custom are
reflected in the Chinese New-year painting which has gradually become a unique culture

of folk custom in China, but the term of Chinese New-year painting appeared in the Qing
dynasty (1644-1911).

In the Qing dynasty, the Chinese New-year painting reached its climax, and the mark was
that the Chinese New-year culture got extensive development, the scope of the Chinese
New-year painting was enlarged, and its social function of auspicious blessing was extended.
Besides, the Chinese New-year painting used to reflect social life and great historical events
appeared, of which Lin Ze-xu’s Fighting against Chatles Eliot shows lin’s determination
of stamping out the opium trade (1839); Defeating British Military Soldiers reflects the
courage of the brave people by the Zhujiang River against the foreign invaders (1841),
Setting Fire to Wanghailou Church in Tianjin is against missionaries (1870), Recapturing
Xuantai by Liu Yong-fu praises the victory over the French soldiers, and Taiwan’s Military
Victory by Liu Ming-chuan defeats the French invaders (1884), all recording the events at
that historical moment. These paintings provide significant historical images, occupying a

dominant position in the history of fine arts, different from those by literati.

These paintings by folk painters are popular in the market because they eulogize the
spirit of everyone’s being responsible for the fate of the nation and advocate the heroism
valued much by the Chinese people. This kind of painting, contrary to the traditional,

serves as a pioneer of the Chinese New-year painting in the 20th century.

In the democratic movement against feudalism in the early 20th century, the Chinese
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New-year painting as a popular art attracted the attention from far-sighted persons,
thus becoming an important part of reforming the old social customs. In his article On
Reforming the Old Customs in 1903, Zhao Bing-lin, a Qing official, said, Another new
paper painting (the New Year picture) can broaden the people’s knowledge and perception
The paper painting sold at the end of the year should be observed and studied carefully
“Those Chinese New-year paintings that make people puzzled and foolish should be
forbidden. Governments should buy the printing blocks and burn them so that the new-
typed Chinese New-year painting may be advocated to enlighten the people.” Peng Yi-
zhong wrote in the newspaper Jinghua Daily in the late Qing dynasty that the Chinese
New-year painting should have progressive ideas to support social education and reform
as an auxiliary means. In this background some paintings of enlightening the people and

supporting social education and reform came into being

The Chinese New-year painting in the early 20th century contained the color of the
New Culture Movement, so many new varieties of arts appeared gradually. With the rising
of Shanghai Culture, Chinese New-year painting with the color of Shanghai Culture began
to attract the attention. Different from the traditional Chinese New-year painting produced
in Yangliuging of Tianjin, Taohuawu of Suzhou, Wuqiang of Hebei province, Weifang of
Shandong province and other regions, Shanghai is characteristic of harbor culture, which
changed the form of the traditional Chinese New-year painting with the coming of new
technology. Of these, the eatly lithograph painting and calendar of Chinese New-year
painting reflected the characteristics of Shanghai culture. When the offset printing rose in
Shanghai, “the Chinese New-year calendar painting”, which borrowed the painting way of

the Western countries, became one of the new varieties of the Chinese New-year painting,

The Chinese New-year painting of Shanghai culture became the leader in the first half
of the 20th century. In the one hand, the new technology changed the style of the traditional
Chinese New-year painting, and in the other hand, the Chinese New-year painting of Shanghai
culture was characteristic of landscape, fashion, beauty, advertisement and some other new
subject matters, which not only reflected and catered to the aesthetic taste of the urban residents

but was loved and liked by the rural rich people and gentlemen as well.

The aesthetic taste of the urban residents in Chinese New-year painting of Shanghai
culture, which shows the consciousness of colonialism, replaced those against feudalism in
the early 20th century. This taste reflects the social, political and cultural trend and becomes

the father of gaudy art in the late 20th century.

Many Chinese love Chinese New-year paintings. The proletariat, the poor and lower



middle peasants, as an important component of the most of the Communist Party of
China (the CPC), also like this kind of art, so the CPC makes full use of this popular art
in its revolutionary cause. The art policy of the CPC is to change art into one part of

revolutionary machine, namely, wheels and cogs, and values the function of art.

In the winter of 1939 when the Working Team of Woodcut from Yan’an Luxun Arts
Academy in the revolutionary base areas against the Japanese invaders in the areas of the
Taithang Mountains knew about the words of “pen and gun” by Zhu De, commander-
in-chief, they saw the Japanese invaders use the folk art to make Magistrate Figure and so
decided to take the opportune time of the 1940 Chinese New Year to print the new-typed
Chinese New-year paintings. Hu Yi-chuan, Luo Gong-liu, Yang Yun and Yan Han began
to design at this moment and invited Zhao Si-gong, an excellent engraver of Chinese New-
year painting to work together. On December 23 of the lunar calendar, the first batch of
revolutionary Chinese New-year paintings was printed out, which was welcomed by the
people and valued by the leaders. Peng De-huan, Chinese army leader, wrote a letter to the
working team to praise them. The February 8th of 1940 is the traditional Chinese New
Year when Zhu De held a forum on literature and art at the headquarters of the Eighth
Route Army, and Lu Ding-yi made a long speech of The Direction of Artists. Lu expressed
his satisfaction with the achievements made by the Working Team of Woodcut and tried
his best to support its future creation. After this forum, Huang Shan-ding, Zou Ya and
Liu Yun-bo from Department of Politics, the Eighth Route Army, were transferred into
this working team and in the meantime 10 young soldiers were selected to study woodcut
and printing, on the basis of which a woodcut and printing workshop was set up. To have
greater influences, Zhu De had the revolutionary Chinese New-year paintings posted to the

Office of the Eighth Route Army in Chonggqing to distribute for propaganda.

This is not the starting point of the new-typed Chinese New-year painting but a stage
in some area of revolutionary base against the Japanese invaders. In the War of Resistance
against Japan (1937-1945), the new-typed Chinese New-year painting played an important
role because it satisfied the needs of the politics, military affairs and economy in that
period. Many of these paintings were created, including Ample Food and Clothing by Li
Qun reflecting the Large-scaled Production Campaign; Yan Han’s door-paintings showing
the civil-military cooperation to defeat the Japanese invaders; Deng Shu’s Read and Write
reflecting the Campaign against Illiteracy in the border areas. Under the leadership of the
CPC, the Chinese New-year paintings by North China Art Academy, Nanda Art Factory,
People’s Art Factory of Jin Lu Yu, the Art Team, the Border Area No. 1 High School, Art



