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The Exquisite Folding Fans of the Ming
and Qing Dynasties

Wang Qun  An Xiaoli
China has a very long history in fan production and comes in various types. In
the Ming and Qing Dynasties, folding fan became very popular, because it could
be easily folded and carried. Chinese fan grew beyond the realm of being ordi-
nary household artifact as fan became integrated with traditional Chinese painting,
calligraphy and carving to become works of art. Replacing silk fan, it became
the main style and the favorite of scholars and artists.

Folding fan was called “Zhe Die Shan”, “San Shan” or “Ju Tou Shan” in ancient
times. It also known as head gathering fan because its two ends could be met
together when folded.

The birth of the folding fan was much later than other varieties in our country.
There were many different opinions about where it came from. Some people
think that folding fan was developed from “ Yao Shan” which was designed to
conveniently carry and use by people who did manual work in the Han and Jin
Dynasties. Others think, according to the document about Korea by Guo Ruoxu
in Northern Song Dynasty, that folding fan was brought to China from Japan
and Korea in the 11th century. However, between the 300 years from 11th cen-
tury to the beginning of 15th century, folding fan did not spread extensively. It
was popular only among a few scholars and children of wealthy families.

During the Ming Dynasty, folding fan reached a period of great prosperity. In
Yongle period (1403 to 1424) of the Ming Dynasty, emperor Zhudi loved it very
much, with which many ministers were rewarded. Fan gradually disseminated
to local place. It was recorded in “Zai Yuan Za Zhi” by Liu Tingji in the Ming
Dynasty that emperor Zhudi liked folding fan for the reason of opening and
closing easily. He asked workers to produce it, the first place of which was in
the royal court and gradually became widely available among the general
population. It was also recorded that folding fan began to be popular in the
court. Ten thousands of fans were used as tributes to the imperial court from
Sichuan province every year. Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces were well known
for their production of large quantities of fans. From”Jia Ding Zhu Ren Zhuan”,
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we could only know that there were many famous masters specialized in pro-
cessing fan-rib. This proved that Sichuan province and Jiangsu and Zhejiang
provinces were the two centers of fan manufacturing. The above mentioned could
be proved from the folding fans unearthed and handed down mainly belonging
to the middle and late periods of the Ming Dynasty, focusing in Shu and Wu
regions. As we all know, the folding fan handed down to us with its fan-cover
“reading under the pine” painted by Emperor Xuande in the Ming Dynasty was
the earliest of all works of this type. Since then, the folding fan with calligraphy
and painting rose and was not real prosperous until emperor Chenghua. Fan and
calligraphy and painting had a close relationship. Most famous artists had the
best works of the painting and calligraphy on the fans handed down, which were
Shen Zhou, Wen Zhengming, Tang Yin, Qiu Ying, Dong Qichang in Ming
Dynasty, and Wang Jian, Wang Shiming, Yun Shouping, Liu Yong, Wu
Changshuo, Ren Xun, Qian Hui’an in Qing Dynasty.

The development of folding fan got into its golden age in the Qing Dynasty. It
could be used by people of all classes, at the same time it was not only waved for
cooling or art works but also had become known as a symbol of social status and
identity. Emperor Qianlong once asked painter Zhang Ruo’ai to compile a book
“Yan Yun Bao Ji” from 300 folding fans of Yuan and Ming Dynasties in the
royal court’s collection. In the community, professional painters and the owners
of stores were dealing in folding fans decorated with calligraphy and painting.
Since the mid-Qing Dynasty, several stores named Qi Jianlong, Dai Lianzeng
and Zhong Xing had lasted for more than 200 years in Beijing, the cultural
centre in China. Except for Beijing, folding fan decorated with calligraphy and
painting produced from different regions such as Yangliuging in Tianjin and
Wangxingji in Hangzhou was also well-known.

With the development of the Ming and Qing Dynasties, the manufacture of fan
became more and more excellent and exquisite with a lot of famous masters.
Meanwhile, fan had become a unique craft and had some accessorial works of
craft like bag for fan, fan-pendant and case for fan. The peculiarity of the shape
of a folding fan determined the special style of painting and calligraphic works
that go on it. A folding fan which was the combination of various arts such as
calligraphy, painting, mount, engraving, plait, inlaying, lacquer and so on even-

tually became a dazzling pearl in the Chinese art heritage.
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Fan-cover of the Ming Dynasty
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Calligraphy and painting on a folding fan sometimes performance together
with fan-cover and fan-ribs and sometimes go separated. Calligraphy and painting
may create by one artist, and also may come with two or more artists, like the
painter paints and calligrapher writes. However, the painter and calligrapher should
have similar qualification, reputation and importance, and mostly in same period.
The procedures normally follow with the calligraphy first and paint later on the
cover, sometimes painting on the front-side and poem on the backside. The charac-
ter of fan painting shows on the arrangement of the space and structure, and decora-
tion always designed in pursuance of the shape of the sector fan and its factors. Lots
of famous artists deal with fan painting for another kind of artistic performance to
express their artistic thoughts and techniques. As fan-cover of the Ming Dynasty
handed down to us is rare, whether it is done by famous artist or not, is very precious.



