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First impressions

China has the longest history 
of printing in the world. !e 
British Museum’s collection 
of Chinese prints is one of 

the "nest and most comprehensive in 
Europe, and Chinese prints are among 
the earliest collected artefacts at the 
museum. ‘!e Printed Image in China’ 
illuminates the history of printing from 
its inception during the Tang dynasty 
(AD 618-907) to the present, and 
explores the role of the Chinese picto-
rial print in various cultural contexts. 
!e show includes a wide variety of 
examples of the blockmaker and print-
er’s art, including Buddhist prints from 
the Silk Road, colourful images used 
in folk rituals and festivals, imperial 
engravings, dramatic anti-war images 
of the Modern Woodcut Movement, 
and contemporary prints by artists who 

An exhibition at 
the British Museum 
examines the 1300-
year history of printed 
images in China. 
Curator Dr Clarissa 
von Spee told Minerva 
more about some 
highlights of this 
remarkable collection
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Fig 1. Preaching 
Buddha. Early Tang 
dynasty (probably 
second half of the 
7th century AD), from 
Dunhuang. Woodblock 
impressions with 
added ink and colours. 
H. 32.2cm.

Fig 2. Frontispiece of 
the Diamond Sutra. 
Woodblock print in 
scrol form, found in 
Dunhuang. The image 
shows the Buddha 
with his disciple 
Subhuti, surrounded 
by attendants and 
divine beings. The 
scroll, dated to AD 868, 
bears a statement 
by Wang Jie, who 
commissioned it to 
ensure blessings to 
his parents.

Fig 3. Three Buddha’s 
Hand Fruits, 
from Ten Bamboo 
Studio Collection 
of Calligraphy and 
Painting. The Buddha’s 
hand, an inedible 
member of the 
citrus family, was a 
New Year offering 
to the household 
gods. Multicoloured 
woodblock print on 
paper, c. AD 1633. 
25 x 27cm.

have gained recognition in the interna-
tional art scene.

According to present knowledge, 
printing on paper was invented c. AD 
700 in China, from where it spread to 
both east and west. !e earliest dated 
extant woodblock image in world his-
tory is the frontispiece to the Diamond 
Sutra (AD 868), which was discovered 
in a cave near the oasis of Dunhuang, 
north-west of the Gobi Desert (Fig 2). 
!e cache, found by the Hungarian-
born Marc Aurel Stein on his second 
Silk Road expedition in 1907, contained 
many Buddhist documents and textiles, 
as well as the earliest known Buddhist 
silk paintings. !e exhibition includes 
nine devotional prints from Dunhuang, 
and these document the extent to which 
the development of printing was driven 
by the spread of Buddhism. 

Having become a state religion dur-
ing the Sui dynasty (AD 589-618), 
Buddhism #ourished during the Tang 
dynasty. Its teachings include the mass 
production of sacred texts and images 
as a way to receive blessings and accu-
mulate merit, eventually allowing the 
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individual to escape the relentless cycle 
of life, death and rebirth. But sacred 
texts were thought to lose their e!cacy 
if they contained errors in the charac-
ters, or the iconography was incorrect. 
Printing was therefore considered a 
safer means of duplication than copying 
by hand – as well as allowing the faithful 
to produce sacred texts more economi-
cally and in greater numbers (Fig 1). 

As the "ne quality of the Diamond 

Fig 4. Bird and 
Bamboo, from 
Ten Bamboo 
Studio Collection 
of Calligraphy 
and Painting. 
Multicoloured 
woodblock print on 
paper, c. AD 1633. 
25 x 27cm.

Fig 5. Iris and Rock, 
from Mustard Seed 
Garden Painting 
Manual. Multicoloured 
woodblock print on 
paper, c. AD 1701. 
27 x 32cm.

Fig 6. A set of wooden 
multi-colour printing 
blocks. 

Fig 7. A Chinese 
printing table. 
Copyright David 
Barker.

Sutra indicates, printing technology 
was already well established by AD 
868. Paper had been successfully man-
ufactured since the 3rd century AD, 
and the traditions of seal-making and 
bronze-casting date back to the Shang 
dynasty (c. 1600-1050 BC). #ese were 
prerequisites for overcoming the chal-
lenges of transferring a reverse image 
in relief on a $at surface into a positive 
image. #e Chinese term for printing 

is yin shua – yin translating as ‘stamp’, 
‘seal’ or ‘symbol’, and shua as ‘brush’, 
‘brushing’ or ‘rub/polish’. #ese charac-
ters give a clear picture of the process of 
traditional woodblock printing, which 
is still in use today. 

#e original or copied drawing, in 
ink on paper, would be dampened and 
placed face down on a specially pre-
pared block of wood, usually jujube, 
pear or catalpa, which were chosen for 
their "ne grain. #e block cutter would 
be able to see the design through the 
transparent paper, and carve away the 
blank areas, leaving the linear design in 
relief. #e process would be repeated 
on a separate block for each colour used 
in the image (Fig 6). To produce a print, 
the block was brushed with ink (origi-
nally made from soot, glue, and wine), 
then a sheet of paper was spread over 
it and brushed lightly with a so% pad 
before being removed and le% to dry. 

Printing in two colours and using 
"ne lines dates back at least to the 
Southern Song dynasty (AD 1127-
1279), and impressions in up to "ve 
colours were used in illustrated books 
produced during the Ming dynasty 
(AD 1368-1654). #e second part of the 
exhibition, ‘#e Popularisation of Elite 
Culture’, examines how the growth of 
population, wealth, literacy and mobil-
ity in Ming-dynasty China led to the 
growth of commercial printing work-
shops. #ese establishments produced 
large-sheet prints and sumptuous sets 
of auspicious images, all embellished 
with colours, for a clientele eager to 
emulate the culture of the educated 
class and the court.

Colour printing reached its apogee 
in the early 17th century. Outstanding 
examples of work from this period 
are from the Ten Bamboo Studio 
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Chinese art

As the "ne quality 
of the Diamond 
Sutra indicates, 
printing technology 
was already well 
established by AD 868
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Collection of Calligraphy and Painting, 
the earliest picture collection in China 
to be printed in colour and the !rst to 
include isolated illustrations of sub-
ject matter from nature, such as plants, 
fruits, rocks, "owers and birds (Figs 3, 
4, 5). #e Ten Bamboo Studio was the 
residence of Hu Zhengyan in Nanjing. 
Hu was an accomplished scholar in 
ink-making and seal-carving, as well as 
calligraphy and painting. He entrusted 
a team of highly skilled artisans with 
the carving and printing of eight vol-
umes of images, which show vivid 
depictions of nature, fresh colours and 
masterly gradations of ink hues. 

Artists eager to perfect their ren-
dering of orchids and bamboo could 
consult the ‘how to’ pages of the Ten 
Bamboo Studio Collection and the 
hugely in"uential Mustard Seed Garden 
Painting Manual (Fig 5). #is included 
many pages of text, covering such sub-
jects as ‘Six Principles of Painting’, 
‘#ree Faults and Twelve #ings to 
Avoid’. Readers were shown how to cre-
ate the components of landscape paint-
ings, including rocks, mountains, trees, 
"owering plum, and chrysanthemums. 
#e accurate reproduction of paint-
erly techniques required great skill on 
the part of the printer. #e blocks were 
carved to represent broad brushstrokes, 
to which the printer could apply a gra-
dation of ink from one end to another. 
In inking the block to give this e$ect, 
the printer became a key contributor to 
the artistic success of the print. 

#is technique required precise 
alignment, or registration, of the blocks 
used to apply the various colours, 
achieved by means of an ingenious 
printing table (Fig 7). A stack of paper 
was !xed to the right, and the !rmly 
positioned woodblock to the le% was 
then inked and the sheets of paper 
pulled, one by one, over the block. A 
new block would then be a&xed for the 
second colour, and the process would 
be repeated until each sheet had been 
inked with each colour. 

Such artistic innovation and meticu-
lous reproduction were not required by 
the producers of popular prints, which 
make up the third section of the exhi-
bition – yet these have a vibrancy and 
charm of their own. #ey were pro-
duced in large quantities throughout 
the year, but were in particularly high 
demand during the New Year festi-
val, when households replaced their 
old prints with new ones. #ese inex-
pensive single sheets in bright colours, 
sometimes completed with a brush, 
depict subjects ranging from deities 
and tutelary spirits required for reli-
gious rites and containing protective or 
auspicious meanings, to illustrations of 

Fig 8. Bring-in-
Emoluments 
Military Door Guard, 
conveying auspicious 
wishes for an official 
salary. Woodblock 
print in 
colour on paper, 18th 
century. 
43 x 27cm.

Fig 9. Rise-in-Rank 
Military Door 
Guard, associated 
with success in the 
Imperial civil service 
examinations, which 
would bring fame 
and wealth to the 
candidate’s family. 
Woodblock print in 
colour on paper, 18th 
century. 
43 x 25cm.

Fig 10. The Kitchen 
God, Zaojun. 
Woodblock print in 
colour with hand-
colouring on paper, 
1873. 31 x 21cm.

Fig 11. Five-
Happinesses and 
Longevity Civilian 
Door Official. 
Woodblock print in 
colour with 
hand-colouring on 
paper, early 
20th century.
52 x 30cm.

8 9

10

Chinese art

p34-37_China prints.indd   4 10/06/2010   17:40



Minerva July/August 2010

stories and operas for entertainment 
and interior decoration. 

Guards in military attire were pasted 
in pairs on the panels of the street door 
to protect the interior from evil spir-
its (Figs 8, 9), and their civil counter-
parts were a!xed to the inside doors 
of the house to attract prosperity (Fig 
11). Door guards were believed to lose 
their e!cacy when they became faded 
or torn, so the prints were replaced 
annually. "e stove god (Fig 10) 
had his place in the kitchen and was 
burned in a ritual at the end of every 
year to be ‘sent’ to the Jade Emperor 
(the Daoist ruler of heaven and all 
realms of existence below), to whom 
he would report on the household’s 
conduct and family a#airs. Before the 
god’s image was burned, his lips would 
o$en be smeared with honey or sugar 
to encourage him to deliver a favour-
able report. Although the use of pop-
ular prints can be traced to the Song 
dynasty (AD 960-1279), prints in this 
section of the exhibition date from the 
early 18th to the 20th century. 

"e remaining sections of the exhi-
bition, ‘Printing at Court’, ‘"e Modern 
Woodcut Movement’, and ‘Modern 
and Contemporary Prints’, feature 
works from the beginning of the Qing 
dynasty (1644-1911), the Republican 
period (1912-49), Mao era (1949-76), 
and the reform period of the 1980s and 
1990s. "ey show the introduction of 
Western artistic techniques to Imperial 
China through European missionaries 
employed at court; the revival of the 
monochrome woodcut in the early 20th 
century; and the exploration of new 
techniques and themes as China’s arts 
academies developed their own styles 
and the country reopened to the global 
economy at the end of the century. !

‘!e Printed Image in China from the 
8th to the 21st Centuries’ runs at the 
British Museum until 5 September 
2010. Entry is free. For further 
information: +44 (0)20 7323 8299; 
www.britishmuseum.org 
A catalogue of the same name is 
edited by Clarissa von Spee (British 
Museum Press, 2010. 192pp,             
95 colour and b/w illus.  
Paperback, £19.99).

Door guards were 
believed to lose their 
e!cacy when they 
became faded or torn, 
so the prints were 
replaced annually.
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