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The Three Star-Gods

One Hundred Sons
Mid-Qing Dynasty

WARM CONGRATULATIONS ON PUBLICATION OF
TAOHUAWU WOODBLOCK NEW YEAR PRINTS

During the War of Resistance against Japan, the art activities of the
broad masses in the liberated areas were mainly woodcuts and New
Year pictures mostly printed from engraved blocks owing to the dif-
ficult conditions. It was not until the late period of the War of Libera-
tion when the People’s Liberation Army entered cities that lithographi-
cally and offset printed New Year pictures got into thousands of house-
holds.

As early as in 1930s Lu Xun talked about the “woodblock New Year
prints” in many of his essays and made reference to the woodblock
prints in ancient China such as “Social Customs of the Tang Dynasty”
and “Plowing and Weaving” by artists of the Song Dynasty when he
spoke in defense of picture-story books. Though artists were well aware
that the development of New Year block printing had much to do with
the “adoption of traditional art forms”, yet in wartime they could hard-
ly have access to any traditional form of art, particularly in the moun-
tainous areas in North Shaanxi; the peasants were not having enough
food or clothing, let alone seeing New Year block prints. On the eve of
Chinese New Year clever and deft women would make some scissor-
cuts and paste them up on the windows and on the walls to give some
festive atmosphere to their cave dwellings. Therefore, there was no
way to collect New Year pictures.

Liberation in 1949 made it possible for artists to collect, sort out and
study the “folk art of New Year block prints”. Unfortunately, in Yang-
liuging and Wugiang in Hebei, Weifang in Shandong and Taohuawu in
Suzhou, where this traditional art once flourished, the production and
sale of block prints as good as ceased as a result of years of wars.

In the 1950s I went to Suzhou to paint from life and nature there. I
visited Taohuawu, for I was once engaged in the creation of New Year
pictures. Luckily, I obtained in the old studios several woodblock prints
made in the mid and late Qing Dynasty. Among them were “One Hun-
dred Sons”, “Pilgrimage to Bao-En Temple in Suzhou” in a small size,
and “Shanghai Railway Station”. I also made some investigations, the
results of which were later published in the journal Art.

For years it has been my view that “folk New Year block prints” are
closely related with the life of the common people. Authors of block
prints were mostly craftsmen working in the studios. Through hundreds
of years of development, this art has actually become part of the valu-
able art legacy of our nation, even though it was not given its due place
in the history of Chinese art, for it was despised by court aristocrats in
the feudal dynasties and considered of low taste by the literati and offi-
cialdom.




It is gratifying to see that in the last decade things have changed. At
national exhibitions of folk art, New Year block prints have become an
important genre of painting. Governments at various levels and artists
have done a great deal to protect and develop block printing studios.
In 1983 I was invited by the Chinese People’s Friendship Association
with Foreign Countries to Suzhou to participate in the appraisal and
selection of block prints from Taohuawu for an exhibition in Italy.
There 1 saw a considerable number of reprinted traditional works as
well as works created by young artists. These works are well worth pre-
serving in terms of their numerous kinds and their quality.

Recently, Folk New Year Block Prints, a special volume of the Com-
plete Works of Chinese Art, has been published through the efforts of
Mr. Wang Shucun. Collected in the volume are representative works
from over thirty places historically known for their woodblock prints.
They are Beijing, Yangliuging in Tianjing, Wugqiang in Hebei, Linfen,
Ying County and Hongtong in Shanxi, Hanzhong and Fengxiang in
Shaanxi, Kaifeng in Henan, Qufu, Weifang, Pingdu and Gaomi in
Shandong, Fuyang in Anhui, Suzhou and Yangzhou in Jiangsu, Yuhang
in Zhejiang, Longhui in Hunan, Chengdu, Mianzhu and Jiajiang in
Sichuan, Dali, Lijiang, Mangshi and Nanjian in Yunnan, Guilin in
Guangxi, Fushan and Chaozhou in Guangdong, Shangzhou, Quanzhou
and Fuding in Fujian as well as Taizhong in Taiwan. Indeed, it is a re-
markable feat to have representative works from the various places col-
lected in this special volume of folk woodblock New Year prints.
However, I would think potentials should be further tapped and more
works collected so that each place would publish a special volume of its
own locality. Now through the joint efforts of Taohuawu and Jiangsu
Ancient Books Publishing House, this long cherished hope of mine has,
for the first time, come true!

The publication of Folk New Year Block Prints in the various areas
will not only be happy tidings for the art circles but also fill in the gaps
in the study of the history of Chinese art and provide rich and vivid
materials for the study of aesthetics, folklore, popular literature, and
local operas, dramas, films, histrionic art, architecture, environment as
well as other fields of humanities. Its value at present and its signifi-
cance in history can never be overestimated.

Zhang Ding
1990, Beijing

Shentu and Yulei (a print for the door)

The Kylin With a Ruyi Presenting a Son

Flowers of Wealth and Distinction in Blossom
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Star of Longevity 25th year of reign
of Emperor Wanli of Ming Dynasty
(1597)

AN INTRODUCTION TO TAOHUAWU WOODBLOCK NEW
YEAR PRINTS, SUZHOU

Suzhou, a historic city in China, is known for its rich produce,
flourishing culture and fine handicraft. Its exquisite embroidery, clay
figurines, toys and woodblock New Year prints have a history of hun-
dreds of years. The Chinese New Year pictures printed from wood
blocks at Taohuawu, finely drawn and meticulously engraved, gorgeous
in color, have been warmly appreciated by people in the lower Yangtze
valley as well as by overseas Chinese in Japan and various other coun-
tries, who dwell upon them with great relish even to this day.

The Origin of the Woodblock New Year Print in Suzhou Dates Back to
the Ming Dynasty

No textual research could be made on the origin of Chinese New
Year pictures printed from engraved blocks at Taohuawu in Suzhou for
lack of accounts in the recorded documents of the past. Moreover, very
few such pictures have been preserved owing to the custom that before
New Year people would always purchase new pictures and paste them
up on walls and doors of their houses just to pray for good luck and
happiness and to enhance the festive atmosphere without ever a
thought of keeping the old ones. However, it might as well be de-
ducted from the Dharani engraved and printed during the reign of
Emperor Congning of the Northern Song Dynasty (about 1102 a.d.)
and the Tibetan Buddhist Scripture engraved in the fourth year of
Emperor Shaoding of the Southern Song Dynasty (1231 a.d.) that the
art of block printing in Suzhou has a history of nearly a thousand years.
Later in the Ming Dynasty, illustrations printed from engraved blocks
for operas and novels became popular. Many of such illustrations have
been kept intact such as A Brief History in Verse of Past Dynasties
printed during the reign of Emperor Wanli (1573-1619 a.d.) and the
front page illustration of Stories of the Western Han Dynasty engraved
by Bai Yutang during the reign of Emperor Tiangi (1621-1627 a.d.) of
the Ming Dynasty, the layout evenly structured and the actions of the
characters exaggerated, similar in form to that of Chinese New Year
pictures, only they were not printed multicolored. Moreover, the block
print “Star God of Longevity”, collected overseas, portrays an elderly

~ man sitting on a rock, a ruyi — an S-shaped jade ornament as a symbol

of longevity— in his arm and a white deer supporting the other hand,
with Li Dongbin, Han Xiangzi and the other six immortals, each cup-
ping one hand in the other before his chest in obeisance to him. On top
of the block print is written in small characters “An auspicious Mid-
autumn Festival in the twenty-fifth year of Emperor Wanli (1597 a.d.)”
It is believed to be one of the early best block prints in Suzhou.

Earlier in the fifteenth year of Emperor Jiajing (1536 a.d.) there was
the print “Map of the Unified Ming Empire”, which could be regarded
as one of the earliest woodblock pictures, for it was produced in a
block printing studio, even though engraved were only mountains and
rivers, lakes and seas, the Great Wall and its strategic passes. Thus it
could be inferred that Chinese New Year pictures printed from en-
graved blocks in Suzhou started no later than the mid-Ming Dynasty in
the early sixteenth century.

Early Taohuawu Woodblock New Year Prints

The Ming-Dynasty Chinese New Year pictures printed from en-
graved blocks in Suzhou were mostly devastated in wars while those
engraved and printed at Taohuawu and Shantang of Huqiu (Tiger Hill)
in Suzhou in the early years of the Qing Dynasty were all destroyed in
a great fire at Shantang and in the looting by the Qing troops after they
took Suzhou from soldiers of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. There-
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