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phrase.18 The female figure in illustrations, apart from her function to satisfy the desire of male 

viewers, is thus a symbol of spiritual purity and cultural refinement, an embodiment of the ideal 

womanly way (fudao 婦道) and female virtue (fude 婦德), and a visualization of female learning 

(nüxue 女學).  

Whereas the female image occupied a symbolic space that was embedded in the life ways 

of Chinese elites, the Chinese state also appropriated her as instructional tool for illustrating 

idealized womanly behavior, particularly womanly work (nügong 女工), the labor that was 

expected to be performed by women from all social classes, which was a symbol of female virtue 

and her social function of contributing to the well-being of the family and the state. 19  

Womanhood in imperial China had been defined by the production of textiles, thus the use of 

woodblock illustrations depicting “women weaving” (along with “men plowing”) represented by 

the classic Illustration of Farming and Weaving (Gengzhi tu 耕織圖), which had its early 

appearance during the Song dynasty and was reissued during the Qing dynasty. 

1.1 Guanyin as Embodiment of Ultra-Femininity 

Guanyin, the Bodhisattva of Mercy and Compassion (in Sanskrit, Avalokiteshvara), was 

particularly popular among Jiangnan women in late imperial times, and the cult of Guanyin in 

the region can be traced to the Song dynasty. In his Record of the Pure and Fine (Qing jia lu 清

嘉錄), Gu Lu 顧祿 (19th century) has a description of the Guanyin cult in Suzhou.  

                                                           
18 Yeh 2003, p. 401. 
 
19 On womanly work, see Francesca Bray, Technology and Gender: Fabrics of Power in Late Imperial 

China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), pp. 173-205. 
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Figure 4.5 Anonymous, Picking Mulberry Leaves and Weaving, 18th century, woodblock print, 
�����������[�������������F�P�����¿�V�K�D�M�À���%�L�M�X�W�V�X���+�À�P�R�W�V�X�N�D�Q�����-�D�S�D�Q�����$�I�W�H�U���)�H�Q�J���-�L�F�D�L����Zhongguo muban nianhua 

jicheng: Taohuawu juan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011): 230. 

2. Grotesque Women

The Guanyin cult retained its popularity in late Qing Suzhou and Shanghai, which was 

evidenced by the circulation of prints like Before Enlightenment in Mt. Xiangshan (Daxiangshan 

chengdao qian 大香山成道前) (figure 4.6) and Guanyin Touring Hell (Guanyin you difu 觀音遊

地府) (figure 4.7) that serialized the Miaoshan tale. However, the incorporation of the Miaoshan 

narrative, previously popularized through oral tradition or religious tracts, into the nianhua 
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iconography of Guanyin reflects a trend toward narrational representation of the sacred symbol, 

which had been built upon Buddhist portrait tradition and constituted a separate genre as the 

iconic or votive figures usually for burning in ritual.30  Although narratives derived from fiction, 

drama and myth had been popular subjects in nianhua representations; sacred icons such as 

Guanyin had been exclusively represented in portrait format to signify their nobility and 

sacredness. Illustrating tales of her pre-nirvana and mortal incarnation suggests a shift in 

secularization of sacred icons and the nianhua media.  

Figure 4.6 Anonymous, Before Enlightenment in Mt. Xiangshan, accessioned 1901-04, likely 
reprint of circa 1890s, woodblock print, 46.5x 33.5 cm. Courtesy of the Division of 
Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History. Catalog No: 70 / 4561 A06. 

30 For a classic study of iconic nianhua and Chinese folk religion, see Clarence B. Day, Chinese Peasant 
Cults: Being a Study of Chinese Paper Gods (1940, reprint, Taipei: Ch’eng Wen, 1969). 
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Figure 4.7 Anonymous, Guanyin Touring Hell, accessioned 1901-04, likely reprint of 
circa 1890s, woodblock print, 46 x 33.5 cm. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology, 

American Museum of Natural History. Catalog No: 70 / 4561 A05. 

2.1 Secularized Guanyin: The Miaoshan Story 

Guanyin Touring Hell and Before Enlightenment in Mt. Xiangshan describe Miaoshan’s 

tour in the underworld. Of the numerous Chinese popular fantasies about divine justice, the most 

familiar one was expressed in the imagination of difu or the hell. An eclectic concept that 

combines Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian beliefs about the afterlife and rebirth, difu is a place 

where all souls reside, and also a penal world where the wrongdoers are to be punished 

according to the crimes they committed during life with different punishments and tortures 

through ten courts, each ruled by a judge, or a karma king. The idea of the bureaucratized difu 

dates back to as early as the Tang dynasty and was popularized through the circulation of 
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moralistic tracts, religious booklets, and hell tales. One of the most commonly referenced sources 

is the Precious Record of Jade Calendar (Yuli baochao 玉歷寶鈔), an illustrative tract on the 

organization and regulation of difu that was widely published in the 19th century, which, 

according to Jonathan Spence’s study, had influenced Hong Xiuquan in shaping his earlier ideas 

about hell and was later banned by him in the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom.31 

 The concept of difu played a key role in Chinese popular religion, and has long been 

considered to have a similar layout as that of the earthly realm, complete with houses, furniture, 

bureaucracy and of course souls passing through the “streets”. In the prints, all the Yan kings, 

who are responsible for recording good and evil deeds of the living, and administering justice in 

the underworld, appear in male forms as magistrates, wearing the traditional Chinese official 

garb (perhaps Ming style). Each is portrayed sitting behind a table on which there is usually a 

brush and a book, and sometimes an ink stone. Each king is accompanied by two assistants, 

possibly a xiancheng 縣丞 and a zhubu 主簿,  who are aiding him in the execution of various 

punishments, most of which are punitive. Only in the second court, standing beside King Chu 

Jiang are the fearsome guardians Ox-head and Horse-face, who are said to be the escorts of the 

newly dead to the underworld.  

Indeed, the cult of difu reflected a search for legal justice administered by the divine as a 

result of the doubt about the increasingly corrupt legal system for the living, and finally a quest 

for a better next life through a place where the law is less corrupt to uphold the hierarchy and 

stability. A growing body of research on the relationship between Chinese religious and legal 

31 George W. Clarke trans., “Yu-li or Precious Records,” Journal of the China Branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society 28.2(1898), pp. 233-400. Wolfram Eberhard, Guilt and Sin in Traditional China (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1967), pp. 24-59. On the influence of Yuli on Hong see Jonathan D. Spence, God’s Chinese Son: 
The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom of Hong Xiuquan (New York, London: W.W. Norton, 1996), pp. 38-41. 
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culture has revealed the influence of retribution on popular ideology of justice and the 

intervention of the divine in the practice of judicial judgments. 32 Looking for divine help in 

solving village disputes has long been an integral part of community life in traditional China, and 

the rituals were usually performed within local temples where deities of the underworld were 

enshrined, and where moral, cultural and political powers were displayed and executed.  Even 

late imperial officials made offerings to judicial deities and sometimes moved trials to temples.33 

A mediator who is able to cross the boundaries of the underworld and the earthly, Miaoshan is 

simultaneously a witness of the underworld justice and a symbol of the divine justice herself.  

Before Enlightenment in Mt. Xiangshan is a visual sequence of Miaoshan’s tour in the 

first five courts of the difu and Guanyin Touring Hell, her journey through the last five courts. In 

Before Enlightenment a viewer could read from the top right where the princess was doing 

chores at the Baique Temple to the upper middle of the first court led by King Qin Guang 秦廣

王 and then move abruptly to the lower right of the second court under King Chu Jiang 楚江王. 

Moving left to the lower middle, the viewer’s vision will follow Miaoshan’s journey to the third 

court under King Song Di 宋帝王. And then diagonally moving to the upper left, the viewer 

would reach the fourth court ruled by King Wu Guan 五官王, and the fifth under King Yan Luo 

阎罗王 just below the forth court, locating at the lower left. Continuing the numeric order of the 

courts of Before Enlightenment, in Touring Hell, a viewer could start his/her visual journey from 

the lower right where the sixth court led by King Bian Cheng 卞城王 is located. Supposedly 

32 Paul R. Katz, “Indictment Rituals and the Judicial Continuum in Late Imperial China,” in Writing and 
Law in Late Imperial China: Crime, Conflict, and Judgment ed. by Robert E. Hegel, Katherine Carlitz (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2007), pp. 161-86; Paul R. Katz, Divine Justice: Religion and the Development of 
Chinese Legal Culture (London: Routledge, 2009). 

33 Katz 2007, pp. 161-2. 
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moving the vision anticlockwise, a viewer, following Miaoshan, will tour the remaining four 

courts under King Tai Shan 泰山王, King Du Shi 都市王, King Ping Deng 平等王 and King 

Zhuan Lun 轉輪王 respectively. 

The multifaceted image of Miaoshan serves as graphic punctuation in the visual 

sequence, while simultaneously indicating the changing identities/ incarnations of Guanyin. At 

the beginning of the story (top left corner of Before Enlightenment), Miaoshan is depicted as a 

common woman in a red up garment and a black skirt carrying a stack of firewood. Traveling to 

difu, she has been portrayed as a nun wearing a blue/green garment and a guanjin 冠巾 cap, 

holding a fuchen 拂尘. As with the concept of difu, the image of the nun-spirit Miaoshan is 

likely a combination of both Buddhist and Taoist elements. She has been represented as wearing 

a halo and riding clouds, indicating her divine nature and distinguishing her from the other 

demonized spirits and the underworld bureaucrats. At the end, she reveals her real body as the 

Thousand-Armed Guanyin sitting on the lotus flower before her family. Narrating the Miaoshan 

story that mixed mortal and divine beings, prints like Guanyin Touring Hell and Before 

Enlightenment in Mt. Xiangshan reflected a visual revolution in nianhua industry toward 

secularization of the iconic Guanyin.  

2.2 Sexualized Guanyin: Luoyang Bridge 

Zhuangyuan Cai Builds Luoyang Bridge (Cai Zhuangyuan qizao Luoyang qiao 蔡狀元起

造洛陽橋) (figure 4.8) marks an even more dramatic change in nianhua representations of 

Guanyin. This print and another titled Xia Dehai Visiting Crystal Palace in a Dream (Xia Dehai 

mengyou shuijing gong 夏德海夢遊水晶宮) (figure 4.9) illustrate a Guanyin legend, according 

to which, the filial Song scholar Cai Xiang 蔡襄 (1012-67) began the construction of a bridge 
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over the Luoyang River of Quanzhou after his mother survived a distress caused by water 

demons on the river. However, the construction was delayed by the lack of money. Moved by 

Cai’s filial deed, Guanyin transformed herself into a beautiful woman riding a lotus boat under 

the unfinished bridge, promising to marry anyone who could strike her with an ingot. Soon, the 

boat was filled with ingots, which were then handed over to Cai to finish the construction.34 The 

print shows a gentlewoman sitting quietly on the boat. With a fan at her left hand, Guanyin 

elegantly bows her head in a tamed and obedient manner. At first appearance, she is depicted as 

a classic beauty, though not secluded within family garden or the inner chamber. However, 

unlike Miaoshan, she promised marriage and sex. Aiming to help people reach goodness, she 

used sexual desire as skillful means and a teaching device.  

Figure 4.8 Anonymous, Zhuangyuan Cai Builds Luoyang Bridge, accessioned 1901-04, likely 
reprint of circa 1890s, woodblock print, 55.5 x 31.5 cm. Courtesy of the Division of 
Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History. Catalog No: 70 / 4837 A09. 

34 The same tale was also exploited by nianhua artists of Yangliuqing. A summary of the tale is in Li 
Zhiqiang and Wang Shucun, Zhongguo Yangliuqing muban nianhua ji (Tianjin: Yangliuqing huashe, 1992), p. 86. 
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Figure 4.9 Anonymous, Xia Dehai Visiting Crystal Palace in a Dream, accessioned 1901-04, 
likely reprint of circa 1890s, woodblock print. 55.5 x 31.5 cm. Courtesy of the Division of 

Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History. Catalog No: 70 / 4837 A08. 

The seductive features of Guanyin are further enhanced when read together with the 

pairing print Xia Dehai Visiting Crystal Palace in a Dream, with the depiction of an actress and 

the mixed-gender performance. It depicts the other plotline of the Luoyang Bridge tale. The 

legend has it that just before the construction, Cai Xiang sent a yamen runner named Xia Dehai 

to the Dragon Palace to ask for approval by the Dragon King. Xia got drunk at the beach and 

woke with a letter from the Dragon King.35 The print artist imaginatively illustrated Xia Dehai’s 

visit to the Dragon Palace, where he sees a “flower-drum play” or huagu xi 花鼓戲. Besides a 

clown actor and a group of musicians, an actress stands on her left leg, holding a fan in her right 

hand and a handkerchief in the left. Compared to the male partner’s stiff stance, the actress 

35 Li and Wang 1992, p. 200. 
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appears more lively and energetic, so was central at the theatre and to the audience presented in 

and of this print.  

A female performer, evidenced by her tiny lotus feet, in the place of a male impersonator 

made this performance unique in a time when both female performers and the mixed-sex 

performances were rare. The foreign settlements of Shanghai were the only venue for the growth 

of female performers and the mixed male and female performances. Elsewhere these 

performances were considered ‘obscene’ and banned by government and conservative 

moralists.36 Anxiety over female exposure and gender mixing was heightened by an actual and 

imagined connection between female performers and prostitution. The famous courtesan Lin 

Daiyu, for example, was an enthusiastic opera singer and regularly performed at the Zhang 

Garden with the Maoer troupe (Maoer xi 貓兒戲 ), which, with its all-female cast, was a 

Shanghai landmark.37  

Putting the Luoyang Bridge and Xia Dehai pair together, one may find that the physically 

and emotionally evocative female performer at the Dragon Palace contrastingly echoes the 

submissive and quiet gentlewoman-Guanyin. Both are holding a fan at each end, fanning up an 

atmosphere of ambiguity and delicacy. Is Guanyin somewhat alike the female performer, who 

usually evokes erotic imagination as its purported connection with prostitution? Even a Goddess 

became seductive when she was in her mortal incarnation as a public woman, even though her 

use of “sex” was theoretically and religiously justifiable as a teaching device to guide people 

toward kindness and goodness.  

36 On the rise of female performers in late Qing and early Republican Shanghai see Luo Suwen, “Gender on 
Stage: Actresses in an Actors’ World 1895-1930,” in Bryna Goodman and Wendy Larson eds., Gender in Motion: 
Divisions of Labor Cultural Change in Late Imperial and Modern China (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2005), pp.75-95. 

37 Yeh 2006, p. 62, p. 70. 
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2.3 Demoralized Mothers 

At a time when the goddess was tainted, the ethic of motherhood became open to 

redefinition. Reclining Beauty Nurses a Child (figure 4.10) appropriated the mother-children 

motif but transformed it with the combination of sensual overtones. The scene takes place in an 

exquisitely decorated room, where there are two women and two children. One woman is 

perhaps a mother or wet-nurse, who is nursing a son in a semi-reclining position in the bed. The 

other woman, perhaps a maid, is observing at the bedside. Conventional subjects of a beauty-

fertility theme are all there; the mother, the children, and even the symbolic pomegranates which 

as a visual pun meant to stand for more sons. What differentiated this print from traditional 

mother-children motif was the openly sexual overtone that overshadowed qualities of 

motherhood. The attractive mother in the print has her coat open to show her breast, her left leg 

crosses over the top of the right knee, exposing her tiny bound feet (which was highly erotic in 

Chinese culture). Looking down at the baby in her right arm, she raises the left arm open and the 

left hand behind her head, intensifying her provocative pose. In his study of prostitution in late 

19th and early 20th century Shanghai, Christian Henriot notes that it was not unusual for 

courtesans to have children, nor was it unusual for them to be pictured together with their 

children as found in the pages of the Dianshizhai Pictorial. Written sources of the time, however, 

are practically silent on the issue of courtesans’ pregnancy and raising children, which was only 

occasionally touched on in novels about prostitution.38 Stressing the corporeal sexuality of the 

mother suggests something other than a mother-child relationship. The mother could be a 

courtesan.  

38 Henriot 2001, p. 55. 
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Figure 4.10 Anonymous, Reclining Beauty Nurses a Child, late 19th century, woodblock print, 
Shanghai library. After Shanghai tushuguan, Qingmo nianhua huicui: Shanghai tushuguan 

guancang jiangxuan (Beijing: Renmin meishu chubanshe, 2000):2:115. 

Commenting on the demoralization of the mother, Retribution for Killing One’s Own Son 

(figure 4.11) illustrates a popular play of the 1890s, which because of its obscene and violent 

content was frequently banned by the Qing government.39 In brief summary, the story is about a 

widowed mother, who has an illicit sexual relationship with a monk. After her son accidentally 

discovers her illicit relationship with her paramour, she kills him, and then slices and conceals 

his body in an oil jar. Both the mother and the monk are executed at the end of the story. 40 

Although many episodes of the story such as “illicit sex” and the intervention of justice people 

were common in the then popular court-case novels, the episode of the extremely cruel mother 

39 The earliest printed version of the narrative is published in 1897 by the Jingwen tang. For a reproduction 
see “Shazi bao,” in Guben xiaoshuo jicheng, vol.74 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1990).  

40 Xikao daquan (1915-25, reprint, Shanghai: Shanghai shudian, 1990), pp. 239-40. 
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murdering her own son was not common, along with the narrative’s deliberate depiction of blood 

and honour of killing. The submissive, good-natured and respectable mother-beauty image was 

completely subordinated to that of a cruel and immoral mother-murderess. Aside from the 

criminalization of the mother as murderess, the narrative contains references to one of the most 

important issues regarding moral degeneration, namely adultery. The mother-killing-son case 

was rare, but the wife-murdering-husband cases permeated both legal and popular culture of the 

Qing. 

 

Figure 4.11 Anonymous, Retribution for Killing One’s Own Son, late 19th century, woodblock 
print. Shanghai Library. After Shanghai tushuguan, Qingmo nianhua huicui: Shanghai 

tushuguan guancang jingxuan (Beijing: Renmin meishu chubanshe, 2000), 2: 78. 
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2.4 Wives: Adulteress-Murderesses 

While goddesses and mothers could come across as sexually and morally deviant, wives 

were also dangerous in the same environment. The problem of adultery had long been an issue of 

central importance to the legal codes of China, not to mention the society’s sense of its own 

virtue (or lack thereof). By the end of the 19th century, this problem had migrated to the news 

media where it continued to grab headlines. Shenbao, for example, carried one suggestive story 

under the headline “Discussing the new case of persons caught in the act of adultery.” This case 

involved a woman from Songjiang 松江 who created a scandal by engaging in a brazen 

“adulterous” affair after the death of her husband. The offending widow was eventually arrested, 

but the scandal was compounded when she was released with a 50-yuan fine, which neighbours 

and in-laws considered shockingly light.41 

Qing official ideology of female virtues was constructed on the state-sponsored cult of 

chastity, a practice that began to grow during the Song dynasty and continued throughout the late 

imperial time, culminating in the 18th and 19th centuries.42 It was particularly promoted during 

the latter half of the 19th century by honouring more widows, partly as a response to the 

demographic changes caused by the Taiping Rebellion (1850-64), and partly in response to what 

it perceived as the moral deterioration in society. 43  Despite the state promotion of female 

chastity, the penalties for “consensual illicit sex” were mild in the Qing, with 100 blows of heavy 

41 Shenbao, February 18, 1873. 

42A classic analysis of female virtue and the state is in Mark Elvin, “Female Virtue and State in China,” 
Past and Present 104 (1984): 111-52. 

43 Susan Mann, "Widows in the Kinship, Class, and Community Structures of Qing Dynasty China," 
Journal of Asian Studies, 46.1 (1987): 51. 
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bamboo and one month cangue (since 1725). 44 M.J Meijer in Murder and Adultery in Late 

Imperial China contends that wide dissatisfaction toward the punishment resulted in the social 

custom of resorting to private justice.45  

Woodblock print artists illustrated their treatment of adultery. A Law Suit (figure 4.12), 

organized into a serialized narrative through the use of multiple frames, beginning by claiming to 

tell the complete story of a law suit filed against  ‘woman Liu’ for the crime of illicit sex. The 

story begins on the upper-right of the print starts from the top right “File a law suit (gaozhuang 

告狀): family members submitted the written complaint. Erniang 二娘 (the concubine) gave a 

detailed explanation of the doubtful points about the case;” to the top middle “Beating the Drum 

(jigu 擊鼓): Mr. Tong was beating the drum (at the entrance of local yamen) in person and 

immediately held the court trial;” to the bottom right “Interrogation (shenwen 審問): Mr. Tong 

was sitting at court with the plaintiff and defendant keeling separately before him;” then to the 

top left “Offering” in which the concubine is making offering before the adulterer Wang Wen 

who is on his way to execution, to bottom right “execution of the four Orchids” and bottom 

middle “Parading through the street (youjie 遊街): Mrs. Liu is paraded through the street on the 

wooden donkey and was ordered to cry out the adultery-murder case.”   

44 Before 1725, the punishment for consensual illicit sex was different, with 80 blows of heavy bamboo, if 
the woman was single, and 90 blows of heavy bamboo if the women was married. Matthew Harvey Sommer, Sex, 
Law and Society in Late Imperial China (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000), p. 25; Appendix A.2: 
325. 

45 M.J. Meijer, Murder and Adultery in Late Imperial China: A Study of Law and Morality (Leiden, New 
York: Brill, 1991). 
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Figure 4.12 Anonymous, A Law Suit, accessioned 1901-04, likely reprint of circa 1890s, 
woodblock print, 54.5 x32 cm. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology, American Museum of 

Natural History. Catalogue No: Asia 0574/ B15. 

The story was based on a popular tanci 弹词 (literarily “plucking rhyme,” a popular form 

of ballad or lyric poem of the Jiangnan region) literature the Japanese Cloak (Wopao zhuan 倭袍

传). Preserved only in relatively late editions, the Japanese Cloak made its early appearance 

sometime in the early 19th century. The story is set in the Zhengde reign (r. 1506-1521) and 

contains two plotlines. The first plotline is a military romance centred on the Tang family. The 

second story regarding an adulterous affair was far more popular and was reworked into various 

independent genres for storytelling, operas, folk songs, and baojuan 寶卷 scripture. 46  In 

46 The Wopao baojun with two volumes were published by the Xiyin shuju 惜陰書局 in Shanghai, 
publication date unknown. According to Hu Shiying 胡士瑩 (1901-79), the same publisher published Wopao 
baojuan and Guobaolu baojuan separately. See Tanci baojuan (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1984), pp. 42, 
55. It was also reworked into a novel Xiu Gebao quanzhuan 繡戈袍全傳 with 42 chapters that are divided into eight
juan. The Suzhou storyteller Wang Shiquan 王石泉 had been quite noted for telling the story of adultery, and he was 
recognized as one of the Four Masters of tanci. See Xu Ke 徐珂, Qing bai lei chao 清稗类钞 (Beijing: Zhonghu 
shuju, 1984), vol. 10, p. 4943. 
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summary, the story is about Diao Nanlou’s 刁南樓 wife Liu Su’e 劉素娥 who has an illicit 

sexual relationship with Wang Wen 王文, which is accidentally discovered by Diao’s concubine, 

Mrs. Wang. Mrs. Liu thus plans to murder Wang with poison but mistakenly kills her husband. 

Diao’s half-brother Mao Long 毛龍 has just passed the imperial exam and is appointed the 

Imperial Inspector. After receiving Wang’s petition, Mao Long carefully investigated the case 

and sentenced the adulterous to death. 47 

The extreme punishment for the crime of adultery-murder is reflected also in a second 

related print titled Retribution for Illicit Sex (Jian yin guobao tu 姦淫果報圖) (figure 4.13), 

credited to Chen Tongsheng of Suzhou, which omits the details of the case, illustrating only the 

final punishment. The adulteress-murderess Liu is riding a wooden donkey,48 followed by her 

maids the four Orchards (Huilan 惠蘭, Xialan 夏蘭, Chunlan 春蘭 and Yulan 玉蘭), who help to 

facilitate and conceal the “illicit sex” between their mistress and her paramour. The placard 

carried at the head of the parade identifies Wang Wen as an adulterer (jianfu 姦夫), and makes it 

clear all are to receive the supreme punishment for their tawdry affair. 

47 Various editions of the same narrative made appearance in the 19th through the 20th century, with only 
slight difference, for example, in names. A printed version titled Xiu goupao quanzhuan was passed off as a work by 
Yuan Mei, in which the doctor Wang Tinggui replaced Wang Wen, and Mao Long was renamed as Mao Tianhai etc. 
The novel only states at the end that Wang and Liu are sentenced to death without the plot of Liu Su’e riding the 
wooden donkey to death.  

48 Qi mulü (Riding a wooden donkey) is a fictive punishment out of literary creation that was reputedly 
designed by Di Renjie (630-700), a highly celebrated official of Tang and especially Wu Zetian’s Zhou dynasty, to 
punish the adulteress-murderess. The punishment was not new for Qing readers, as in the Ming masterwork Water 
Margin (Shuihu zhuan), attributed to Shi Nai’an, the wooden donkey was used to punish Wang Po 王婆, the 
matchmaker who bridged the adulterous affair between Pan Jinlian 潘金蓮 and Ximen Qing 西門慶. If not killed by 
Wu Song, Pan Jinlian probably would have to be riding the wooden donkey on her way to execution. 
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Figure 4.13 Anonymous, Retribution for Illicit Sex, accessioned 1901-04, likely reprint of circa 
1890s, woodblock print, 55x 31.5cm. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology, American 

Museum of Natural History. Catalog No: 70 / 4561 A56. 

Exploiting the narrative, woodblock print artists expressed their concerns that were 

current to their own time and space. As Paize Keulemans demonstrates, stories like The Cases of 

Judge Peng and The Cases of Judge Liu were becoming popular in the late Qing as themes of 

regeneration.49 Judge Mao and the Wang-Liu adultery-murder case should also be seen as a 

moral commentary on the perceived moral and judicial leniency in the late 19th century, when 

both the state and the public were concerned about both the actual adultery-homicide cases as 

well as the fabrication of such cases to damage the reputation of one’s competitor/enemies or to 

cover up for merciless murder, an example of the latter was the famous late Qing court case 

Yang Naiwu 楊乃武 and Little Cabbage (Yang Naiwu yu Xiaobaicai an 楊乃武與小白菜案) of 

1873-77. Little Cabbage and her suspicious paramour, the scholar Yang Naiwu were convicted 

49 Paize Keulemans, “Recreating the Storyteller Image: Publishing Martial-Arts Fiction to Renew the 
Public in the Late Qing,” Twentieth-Century China, vol. 29, no. 2 (2004): 7-37. 
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of murdering Little Cabbage’s husband in 1874, and later were found to have been falsely 

accused at a retrial in the capital in 1877.50 During the case, the alleged adulteress-murderess 

Little Cabbage was spotlighted firstly as the all-powerful temptress and later the victim of 

official misconduct or sexual advances of the powerful. The involvement of the news media 

further complicated the issue and popularized the case; as a result, it was not only recorded in 

Qing court documents but also in newspapers and diaries as well as appropriated by writers of 

historical romance and performance literature. 

 In her discussion of the case, Madeline Yue Dong maps out the complicated 

relationships in the communication of the case between different levels of society.51 She argues 

that “people involved in the case were not simply, or even primarily, guided by the legal system; 

rather, people participated in varied channels of communication to form their own opinions…in 

which each channel expresses and suppresses the interests of particular communities.”52 While 

on the Yang Naiwu and Little Cabbage case, popular literature saw Little Cabbage as the victim 

of the sexual advances of the son of local magistrate who seduced Little Cabbage and then 

contrived a false accusation to cover up his murder of her husband or that of the misconduct of 

injustice by the local officials.  

By contrast, on the Liu-Wang affair of the Japanese Cloak, the nianhua community gave 

the adulteress-murderesses the most serious punishment of riding a wooden donkey toward 

execution. In informing the public, nianhua prints had also provided one possible channel of 

50 On legal process of the case, see William Alford, "Of Arsenic and Old Laws: Looking Anew at Criminal 
Justice in Late Imperial China," California Law Review 72.6 (December, 1984): 1180-256. 

51 Madeline Yue Dong, “Communities and Communication: A Study of the Case of Yang Naiwu, 1873-
1877,” Late Imperial China, Volume 16, Number 1, (June 1995): 79-119.  

52 Dong 1995, p. 82. 
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communication. With sympathy or hatred, women, whether victims or criminals were central to 

define justice and morality in a time of increasing injustice and moral degeneration. As a matter 

of fact, Qing judicial records categorized a great number of the female criminals as the “shrew” 

(pofu 潑婦, hanfu 悍婦 and yinfu 淫婦) and an adulteress’s homicidal betrayal of the wifely 

principles was characterized as a reflection of a wife’s shrewishness.53 

3. Regeneration: Shrews, Factory Workers and Secluded Courtesans

Reversing the ideal Confucian female images in forms of exemplary women, industrious 

wives and respectable mothers, nianhua artists imaginatively created the grotesque women as a 

reaction against the contemporary definitions of womanhood among various communities. 

Celebrating the changing lives and social status of women, nianhua artists comically 

communicated their idea regarding the renewal of Chinese women. From the images of 

domineering wives, female professionals in factories and the service sectors of Shanghai, they 

appeared to point out that the developing commercial economy and colonial-capitalist industries 

in the city created the types of women who were open to change and innovation.   

3.1 The New Shrew 

A familiar social category in the Qing, the shrew was a commonplace in late imperial 

fiction. Yenna Wu has documented the popularity of fictional shrews in 17th century Chinese 

literature by writers such as Li Yu 李漁 (1610-80) and Pu Songling 蒲松龄 (1640-1715). 

Categorizing the Chinese shrew into the childless, the jealous and the violent, Wu argues that the 

appeal of the shrew in 17th century literature was primarily in the comic inversion of normative 

53 On judicial construction of the shrew see Janet Theiss, “Explaining the Shrew: Narratives of Spousal 
Violence and the Critique of Masculinity in Eighteenth-Century Criminal Cases,” in Robert E. Hegel and Katherine 
Carlitz, eds., Writing and Law in Late Imperial China: Crime, Conflict, and Judgment (Seattle, WA: University of 
Washington Press, 2007), pp. 44-63. 
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marital roles between the sexes.54 In her study of Pu Songling and his strange tales, Judith Zeitlin 

points out that, although the shrew appears to be an indicator of the opposition and reversal of 

the conventional husband – wife relationship between sexes, the taming of the shrew in literature 

was often a purely women’s affair.55 Whether antagonism and conflict between sexes or within a 

single sex, the virago in late imperial literature was usually described as a jealous wife and her 

violent acts usually result from her jealousy about her husband’s love for other women.  

In reference to late Qing Shanghai, the stereotype of the shrewish wife – henpecked 

husband had lost little of its appeal by the turn of the 20th century. Moreover, stories about the 

shrew became noteworthy as news. The frequent reports and editorials about the shrew gave the 

impression Shanghai wives were domineering and Shanghai men were henpecked, a 

discrimination that continues its popularity even today when Shanghai men are characterized as 

the “little men (xiao nanren 小男人).” In 1883, Shenbao treated the issue simultaneously with 

humor and gravity, as in this “Record of henpecked drollery”: 

The henpecked phenomenon is very much in vogue…. Yesterday, I encountered a crowd 
when I crossed Pingwang Street. The reason was that Ah Rong’s wife was scolding him. 
In general, a man fears his wife because he clings to her beauty. But, we found that Ah 
Rong’s wife was already middle-aged and not attractive. Moreover, the cause of the 
incident was that Ah Rong admonished his wife to stop smoking. This enraged her and 
she abused him. Ah Rong was afraid and ran away while bystanders ridiculed him for 
being henpecked. Ah Rong’s wife was originally a girl living in the suburbs of Shanghai, 
but she wasn’t satisfied with poverty and fell into the demimonde. At middle age her 
beauty declined, so she got married…. Although the matter of fearing one’s wife 
continues from ancient times, it is still a cowardly behaviour.56  

54 On literary creation of the shrew see Yenna Wu, “The Inversion of Marital Hierarchy: Shrewish Wives 
and Henpecked Husbands in Seventeenth-Century Chinese Literature,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 48, 2 
(1998): 363-82; Yenna Wu, The Chinese Virago: A Literary Theme (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1995). 

55 Judith T. Zeitlin, Historian of The Strange: Pu Songling and The Chinese Classical Tale (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1997), p. 128. 
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Lively as such accounts could be, more vivid representations of the shrewish wife were 

created through the nianhua industry. Good Wife, Bad Wife makes the point that not all husbands 

were suffering at the hands of their spouses. The right-hand frame displays a gentleman enjoying 

the comforts of home while the text explains: “when he enters the door in bad temper, his wife 

serves him tea”; but in sharp contrast the second scenario in the left-hand frame shows a man 

chased out of his house. The text explains that he “doesn’t drink, whore or gamble, but still (his 

wife) beats him with laundry paddles and chases him up a tree.” The contradiction seems to 

suggest the virago sometimes treats her husband with respect and the submissive wife could also 

become a shrew at certain time, that is, the flexibility of the marital relations. Rather than the 

black-white stereotypical construction in literary works of the 17th century, late 19th 

representations were characterized with a sense of realism.  

In similar fashion but without the contrast between submissive and domineering wife, the 

New Version of the Ten Most Henpecked of the Qing Dynasty World (Xinchu Qingchao shijie shi 

paqi 新出清朝世界十怕妻, circa 1890s) (figure 4.14), issued by Lao Wenyi Zhai 老文藝齋

print shop, illustrates ten scenarios, each devoting to a situation faced by a henpecked husband: 

The first husband, his surname is Gao. He is good at pleasing his wife. He can do 
housework, and when he has free time, he massages his wife’s thigh. 

The second husband, his surname is Den. His wife and children are bad-tempered. He is 
(often asked to) put a bowl on his head and crawl under the bench (as punishment). 

The third husband, his surname is Tan. Opium, wine, prostitutes and gambling, in none of 
these does he dare to indulge. Every time friends come to invite him out, when he returns 
home, he is forced to kneel by the bed. 

The fourth husband, his surname is Feng. His wife is really domineering. He is asked to 
wash her foot bandages and tidy up the night stool.  

56 Shenbao, July 27, 1873. 
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The fifth husband, his surname is Liu. He has six concubines who fight each other and he 
cannot make peace. (He is) abused by day and eats bitterness at night. 

The sixth husband, his surname is Xu. He likes to chase pheasants [streetwalkers]. His 
wife is angered and kicks his ass. 

The seventh husband, his surname is Shi. Because he does not know how to give birth to 
a son, his wife makes him take off his pants very night so that she could beat him thirty 
strokes. 

The eighth husband, his surname is He. All his life he has lived in fear of his wife, every 
night he kneels on the chamber pot with the urinal on his head. 

The ninth husband, his surname is Cao. He wants to take a concubine, but dares not to tell 
her wife directly, so does everything to ingratiate himself with his wife [in order to 
persuade her]. 

The tenth husband, his surname is Bei. He becomes rich because he is afraid of his wife. 
Every day he kneels before his wife and the yuanbao 元寶 [gold or silver ingots] just 
keep rolling in. 

Figure 4.14 Anonymous, New Version of the Ten Most Henpecked of the Qing Dynasty World, 
accessioned 1901-04, likely reprint of circa 1890s, woodblock print, 54 x 31 cm. Courtesy of 

the Division of Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History. Catalogue No. Asia 0574/ 
B23. 
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Although the henpecked husband seems grim, all is not lost as the final frame of the print 

concedes. Unlike the 17th century fictional shrews, who are mostly stereotyped as jealous wives, 

the late Qing shrews seemed to be fierce by nature in most cases, although jealous wives are also 

depicted in the 4th, 5th and the 9th stories. In the 4th story, with six concubines, jealousies and 

quarrels are everywhere. In the 5th, Mr. Xu likes chasing streetwalkers so was beaten. It is a bit 

ambiguous in the 9th story of the Cao family whether the wife is a jealous woman, as there is no 

direct depiction of the wife in the text. Only the husband’s action that in order to have a 

concubine, he makes every effort to fawn on his wife, such as massaging her back, suggests that 

his wife is the dominant one and probably a jealous wife as well. Dominant wives in other stories 

are different from their Ming literary predecessors.  

In the 7th story, the husband is credited with the responsibility for not being able to give 

birth to a son, which angers his wife and she beats him every night. For the rest of the stories, the 

shrew emphasis is on the henpecking, with the husband massaging his wife’s legs, lifting a bowl 

on his head and kneeling on a footboard, washing foot binding bandage and holding night stool. 

Surprisingly, a certain Mr. Bei becomes rich because of his henpecking. Like in traditional 

literary representations, the shrew and her henpecked husband are sources of humor and satire. 

Celebrating the reversed marital relationship, late Qing nianhua representations made visible 

more aspects of shrewishness, aside from jealousy, without giving any resolution, or rather 

showing any intention to tame these domineering wives.  

The inventive revitalization of the old literary type by the nianhua artists probably 

suggests the increasing appearance of the shrew and the henpecked marital type in actual life. 

Permeated with a sense of realism, they do not necessarily depict reality. Perhaps, exaggeration 

was applied to stimulate the comic effect. With humour and satire, prints like New Version of the 
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Ten Most Henpecked of the Qing Dynasty World expressed contemporary concern about the 

changing gender roles. Unlike traditional historical or fictional shrews, who were extreme forms 

of Confucian wives as guardians of the moral order within the inner chamber, her jealousy or 

shrewishness in general espouses an extreme form of wifehood, that is, fidelity to her husband. 

Moreover, when Pu Songling wrote about the shrew, he placed her alongside stories of fox 

spirits, ghosts and other peculiarities, making her status clear through the context. The shrew and 

other strange examples of impropriety are embedded in a series of bizarre or taboo incidents and 

circumstances. This suggests, rather than a daily fact of life, the shrew was considered to be 

highly unusual. The association of the shrew with other “strange” subjects suggests the depth of 

concern that people, particularly men, felt toward the prospect of women acting in defiance of 

the gender norms prescribed for them in Confucianism. In his discussion of late Qing press 

appropriation of the strange as a continuously evolving cultural construct, Rania Huntington 

argues that the strange in modern periodicals such as Shenbao and Dianshizhai Pictorial “offers 

a means of coping with change by combining older knowledge of the weird with new 

information.”57  

 By the same token, the shrew in late Qing nianhua was also a medium of communication 

in which the shrew provided a means of coping with changes in gender roles and martial 

relations. With the “new” replacing the “strange”, however, the shrew was redefined. Removing 

her from bizarre contexts, she could be a daily fact, a daily amusement or a new “strange.” What 

is that new strange? We may never be able to fully understand how the authors and viewers of 

the time might have seen the theme. However, considering the same market contains a great 

57 Rania Huntington, “The Weird in the Newspaper,” in Writing and Materiality in China: Essays in 
Honour of Patrick Hanan, ed. Judith T. Zeitlin, Lydia He Liu and Ellen Widmer (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2003), p. 380. 
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diversity of representations of women, such as the images of female factory workers and 

courtesans, one may wonder if she was associated with these professional women. Was the 

change in relations between sexes associated with changes in her economic status? 

3.2 Female Factory Workers: Redefining Motherhood and Wifehood 

At the turn of the 20th century, the cottage weaving industry in Jiangnan was rapidly 

losing ground to the mechanized textile industry firstly established in Shanghai. The silk factory 

in particular attracted a great number of both local women and those from nearby villages. Emily 

Honig notes that by 1894 there were approximately 5000 workers (male and female) in the silk-

filatures of Shanghai.58 According to one estimate, between 1895 and 1919, there were more 

than fifty-seven strikes in which women were the main participants.59 Factory work occupied 

their time that was previously contributing to weaving, sewing, spinning and the like within the 

household. Although the wages were lower for women and girls, with time, they could 

accumulate a certain amount and even become better off to buy themselves and their family 

ready-made goods such as shoes and socks. This led to their further abandoning of traditional 

womanly work. Moreover, with spare money, they could afford to visit teahouses, restaurants, 

theatres, and opium dens, places they were conventionally not allowed to go. These were 

illustrated in pages of the Dianshizhai Pictorial. The Confucian ideal of “women weaving” at 

home thus gave way to the new images of factory women.  

Getting off Work from the Silk Factory (circa 1900s) (figure 4.15) depicts the scene in 

which female workers are just getting off from the Hualun Silk Factory and several men and 

58 Emily Honig, Sisters and Strangers: Women in the Shanghai Cotton Mills 1919-1949 (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1986), p. 15. 

59 S.A. Smith, Like Cattle and Horses: Nationalism and Labor in Shanghai, 1895-1927 (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2002), p. 55. 
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women are kidnapping a female worker and forcefully putting her into a curtained sedan chair. 

Prints like this one were common in illustrations of the Dianshizhai Pictorial as sensuous news 

items. Positioning the factory woman as the victim of kidnapping, nianhua artists dramatized and 

made commentary on her as a factory worker and public person. The presence of the Sikh police 

in red turban standing at the doorway and looking indifferently at the occurrence suggests the 

particular cosmopolitan setting, in which women as factory workers seemed in conflict with their 

status as wives. It corresponds to the historical fact that with more women going to work at 

modern factories, traditional womanly works and wifely virtues were to be redefined. With the 

contrast between the public kidnapping and the indifference of the Sikh Police, the print artists 

actually made fun of the situation, critiquing the man and those who liked to reposition women 

into seclusion, symbolized by the curtained sedan chair.   

Figure 4.15 Anonymous, Getting off Work from the Silk Factory, late 19th – early 20th century, 
woodblock print. Shanghai History Museum. After Zhang Wei and Yan Jieqiong, Dushi 

fengqing: Shanghai xiaojiaochang nianhua (Taipei: Xinrui wenchuang, 2014), 103. 
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3.3 Repositioning Courtesans: Secluded Beauties or Professionals? 

The comic redefinition of gender roles was further promoted through a conscious 

repositioning of courtesans. The common image of the late Qing Shanghai courtesan as the 

feminine master of modernity and dominator of public space, an image that had been spread 

through the news media. Green Lotus Pavilion and Opium Den of Shanghai (1900, figure 2.16)60 

illustrates the more realistic aspects of the courtesans’ lifestyle and working conditions, 

presenting them as waitresses and entertainers in one of Shanghai’s most famous teahouses the 

Green Lotus Pavilion, which was located on Fuzhou Road. It sold tea on the upper floor and 

provided variety shows on the lower floor. The nianhua depicts its opium den on the upper floor. 

It was a popular spot among intellectuals and businessmen who frequented for refreshments, 

meeting friends as well as discussing business. In the late 19th century, it was already noted as a 

tourist destination, being pictured in city guides and featured in bamboo-twig poems.61 The 

crowded scene in the print suggests the popularity of the teahouse. Here courtesans were more 

than pleasure facilitators and entertainment providers but are proactive traders similar to her 

image in mainstream press. Nianhua artists also joined the journalists and news illustrators 

catering to an audience in exploring issues of modernity and changing gender roles. 

Ten Famous Courtesans of Shanghai (1900, figure 2.11),62 by contrast, suppressed the 

imagery, repositioning the courtesans to their traditional role as secluded beauties. It shows a 

group of famous courtesans including Shen Erguan, Xiao Yuanyuan, Hua Wenjuan, Lu Lanfen 

60 See Chapter 2, p. 107. 

61 Ellen Laing notes the Green Lotus Pavilion was also the place where calendar poster customers 
frequented in every November for the calendar trade. They came to drink tea and to view the coming year’s supply 
of new calendar pictures. See Ellen Johnston Laing, Selling Happiness: Calendar Posters and Visual Culture in 
Early Twentieth-century Shanghai (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2004), p. 74. 

62 See Chapter 2, p. 100. 
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(d. 1900), Zhuang Xiufeng, Wu Xinbao, Hua (Shiquan?), Zhu Ruchun and Jin Xiaobao (b. 1878), 

as they enjoy cultured activities in a garden reminiscent of Shanghai’s famed Yu Garden in the 

old Chinese city.63 Zhu Ruchun and Wu Xinbao are seen producing music and song, which were 

known as a forte of the courtesan, while Lu Lanfen is seen engaged in embroidery. Miss Hua, 

finally, is engaged in reading, a pursuit that marks her as educated.  

Being both professional women offering entertainment in public space and secluded 

beauties engaging with cultured activities, courtesans became a powerful image that was open to 

possibilities, thus regeneration and renewal. Suppressing the “new women” image created by the 

reform-minded elites and “courtesan-as-victim” or as “moral-contaminator” image defined by 

the conservative moralists, nianhua artists of Shanghai celebrated her publicity and seclusion at 

the same time. Taking contrasts and contradictions as the norm of life might be one innovative 

answer to problems raised during this tumultuous time.   

Conclusion 

Whether as symbols of moral degeneration or new ideals of social stability, new 

professional and public women were central to people’s imagination about a new social order. 

Nianhua artists did not pretend to be able to provide resolutions to the problem of changing 

gender roles; rather the contradictions and contrasts in their construction of the female images 

suggests their simple intention to emphasize that change as an essential part of the cosmopolitan 

experience, and made it clear that it was complicated, contradictory and sometimes 

incomprehensive. Subverting the elitist and state discourses that demoralized women as the root 

63 Zhu Ruchun was an elite changshan, and noted activist for courtesans’ rights, organizing a courtesan 
association in 1912, see Henriot 2001, p.64. Jin Xiaobao was known as a “good girl,” who stood for virtue, see 
Hershatter 1997, pp. 152-3.  
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causes of moral degeneration or China’s weakness, nianhua artists pushed the demoralization of 

women to its extreme through the construction of a series of grotesque women.  

Celebrating the presence of the deviant and the unruly, woodblock prints joined the press 

informing the public of changing social status of women and its association with modern life. 

Meanwhile, with the deconstruction of sacred symbols and classic auspicious beauties, 

woodblock prints renewed their pictorial reservoir, a change no less significant than the gender 

issue it presented. The older knowledge about social norms and sexual morality, law and justice, 

spirituality and materiality was emphasized and renewed with a new means of consumption 

through nianhua. Picturing narratives that were frequently banned by the imperial state and the 

moralists, nianhua also became a site of resistance, capable of expressing contemporary concerns 

through a renovation of old subjects. In the process, both female images and the nianhua 

industry were transformed from tools of Confucian didacticism to means of entertainment, from 

projecting auspicious future to capturing the fragmented moment of sensuality and “reality”.  
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Chapter 5 Auspicious War: Picturing Victory at Times of Defeat 
In May 1884 the first issue of the lithographic Dianshizhai Pictorial 點石齋畫報 broke 

the news of the Sino-French War in Vietnam, and in the months to follow the first four volumes 

of the journal would include a total of twenty-six illustrations depicting China’s conflicts with 

France.1 This has been recognized as a critical period in the development of the Chinese media, 

and is arguably the moment in which Chinese “current affairs” gained a visual dimension.2 

However, in the first issue of the paper, Ernst Major (1841-1908), the British entrepreneur and 

owner of Dianshizhai Pictorial and its parent newspaper Shenbao 申报, reported that he was 

only convinced of the local demand for illustrated news after seeing the so-called “victory 

pictures (zhanjie zhitu 战捷之图)” on the streets of Shanghai.3 Chinese nianhua artists, in other 

words, had begun to depict contemporary political and military events before the emergence of a 

commercial pictorial press, and they would continue to circulate their works long after the 

commercial press began to dominate the market. This chapter concerns these “victory pictures”, 

                                                           
1 Ye Xiaoqing, The Dianshizhai Pictorial: Shanghai Urban Life 1884–1898 (Ann Arbor: The University of 

Michigan Centre for Chinese Studies, 2003), p. 26. It started with Wu Youru’s “Fierce Attack at Bac Ninh (Ligong 
Beining 力攻北宁),” Dianshizhai huabao, jia 1, no. 3, 1884. 
 

2 For studies on Dianshizhai huabao and its role in the development of Chinese illustrated journals, see Yu 
Yueting, “Woguo huabao de shizu-Dianshizhai huabao chutan 我国画报的始祖－点石斋画报初探,” Xinwen 
yanjiu ziliao 10, (May 1981), pp.149-81; Rudolf G. Wagner, “Jinru quanqiu xiangxiang tujing: Shanghai de 
Dianshizhai huabao 进入全球想像的图景：上海的点石斋画报 (Joining the Global Imaginaire: The Shanghai 
Illustrated Newspaper Dianshizhai huabao)” in Zhongguo xueshu 8 (April, 2001), pp.1-96; and for study of urban 
life represented in Dianshizhai huabao see Ye Xiaoqing 2003. 
 

3 近以法越搆衅，中朝决意用兵，敌忾之忱，薄海同具。其好事者绘为战捷之图, 市井购观, 恣为谈

助, 于以知风气使然,不仅新闻,即画报亦从此可类推矣。爰倩精于绘事者, 择新奇可喜之事,幕而为图, 月出三

次, 次凡八帧, 俾乐观新闻者有以考证其事。而茗余酒后,展卷玩赏,亦足以增色舞眉飞之乐。 Recently, France 
and Annam are in conflicts. China has decided to send troops. Hatred toward [the French] enemy is intense, and 
shared by [people] at home and abroad. Someone painted victory pictures that are sold in the marketplace and 
provide topics of public discussion. I thus know that there is a growing public interest in news and by analogy in 
illustrated newspaper. Therefore, [I] invited painters, making illustrations for the new, the strange and the heartening 
things and events. [The paper] will be published three times a month, and each issue contains eight illustrations, so 
that those who are interested in news can check and investigate. (The pictures) can be enjoyed while drinking tea 
and wine that will add joy and pleasure. See Zunwenge zhuren 尊文阁主人 (Ernst Major),“Dianshizhai huabao 
yuanqi,”Dianshizhai huabao 1 (5 May, 1884). 
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focusing on how nianhua artists gave visual expression to contemporary wars and how they and 

their audience may have understood domestic and international conflicts. In so doing, I inquire 

into the origins of mass media in China, the relationship between traditional woodblock print and 

lithography, and the popular anxiety about foreign crises, as well as the growing fascination with 

military modernization and the development of nationalism. 

Central to the imagery of the “victory pictures” were China’s foreign wars in the 19th 

century. Most significant encounters with foreign powers occurring in the 19th century were 

represented in nianhua, including the Sino-British conflicts during the Opium Wars (1839-42, 

1856-60), the Sino-French War (1884-85), the Sino-Japanese War (1894-95), and the Eight-

Nation Alliance invasion at the end of the Boxer Uprising (1898-1900). The defining element in 

these prints is that in spite of having been technically defeated in each of these conflicts, China is 

routinely portrayed as the victor. In doing so, nianhua provided something that the commercial 

press could not – they could define China’s foreign wars in terms of what they “should have 

been”, rather than what they were.  

This “victory narrative”, moreover, is what defines these images as nianhua. As Bo 

Songnian observes, traditional nianhua are defined not by the circumstances of their production 

or circulation, but by the message they are supposed to convey. That message is auspiciousness. 

Issued during the New Year and other festival seasons, nianhua were traditionally understood as 

graphic “prayers” that might bring happiness and drive off malevolence. 4  By the late 19th 

century, when the religious icon Guanyin became secularized (chapter 4), the nianhua genre 

itself began a process of modern transformation, with the incorporation of “inauspicious” figures, 

                                                           
4 Bo Songnian, Zhongguo nianhua shi (Shenyang: Liaoning meishu chubanshe, 1986), pp. 1-5. 
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who, however, did not turn nianhua into the ill-omened objects. Rather, nianhua was updated 

with a new spirit of realism and amusement.  

When the nianhua artists turned to warfare, “victory” was adopted as the theme, one that 

is both auspicious and amusing, albeit with a political subtext. What is more, “victories” are 

credited to individuals of the Han ethnicity, and not the Manchu court that bore responsibility for 

the more widespread defeats. This parallels the historical trend of rising Han nationalism and the 

regionalization of military power in the late Qing.5 As Benedict Anderson observes, print media 

was a driving force in creating particular “print-language” that offered the possibility of creating 

a “form of imagined community, which in its basic morphology set the stage for modern nation 

state,” and “print-language is what invents nationalism.” 6 In studying nianhua, it is possible to 

see an alternate version of “popular nationalism” that was neither wholly “traditional” nor 

defined by modern commercial press driven by “print capitalism”.7   

Conventional nianhua representations of battle scenes and military events were derived 

from fiction, drama and fictionalized history. Depictions of “actual” warfare, meaning battles 

fought in recent history, had been a tradition of the imperial court. The Qianlong court, in 

particular, was known for having engaged Chinese and European artists to illustrate the 

emperor’s “Ten Great Campaigns (Shiquan wugong 十全武功)”, and disseminating both painted 

and printed versions of those illustrations to members of the political and cultural elites. As gifts 

                                                           
5  On the devolution of state power into the hands of local elites and the militarization of local society see 

Philip A. Kuhn, Rebellion and Its Enemies in Late Imperial China: Militarization and Social Structure, 1769–1864 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970). 
 

6 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London and New York: Verso Books, 2006), p. 48, p. 136. 
 

7 For the development of print capitalism in China see Christopher A. Reed, Gutenberg in Shanghai: 
Chinese Print Capitalism, 1876-1937 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004).  
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from the emperor, those images would not normally have found their way into the studios of 

nianhua artists, although it may be argued that 19th century nianhua artists did begin to adopt 

the general concept of war illustration, and that they began to incorporate the visual conventions 

and pictorial vocabulary of official war illustrations into graphic storytelling narratives. With the 

flourishing market for illustrated news, nianhua artists also innovatively adapted the new huabao 

style techniques into their expressive mode. As a result, nianhua became a hybrid graphic print 

genre fusing elements of imperial battle paintings, modern pictorial journalism, and the graphic 

storytelling traditions of woodblock illustrations.  

In the following discussion, I will first explore the official commemorative art of war, 

focusing particularly on military images produced during the Qianlong reign, demonstrating how 

imperial war illustrations provided compositional strategies and representational techniques for 

late 19th century nianhua artists. Then, I will examine woodblock illustrations of war subjects 

derived from fictional and dramatic works, which provided the particular form for the depiction 

of figures as well as the narrative approaches. I argue that late 19th century nianhua 

representations of current warfare drew on the two types while elaborating on the new 

journalistic illustration techniques to create the “victory pictures” category, addressing pertinent 

issues concerning militarization and anti-foreign nationalism at a dramatic time of China’s 

meeting with the outside world.    

1. Imperial War Pictures 

War, while marginalized in literati discourse, was a central concern of the state 

throughout imperial China, and so constituted a long-standing though seldom noted tradition of 

visual commemoration. Examples of court military paintings can be found in many periods of 
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Chinese history, including the Han, Tang, Song and Ming dynasties,8 although the art genre 

reached its peak of development in the Qing dynasty through the patronage of the Qianlong 

emperor (r. 1735-96). The Manchus, after emerging from obscurity during the late Ming, 

occupied China in 1644 and then rapidly expanded their hegemony across east and central Asia. 

In addition to its cultural continuation of the Han civil service, central to their success was the 

military prowess of the Manchu state.  Built on the state enterprise established by Emperors 

Kangxi and Yongzheng, Emperor Qianlong eventually expanded the borders of Qing Empire far 

beyond those established by any previous dynasty. Self-styled as the “Old Man of Ten Complete 

Victories (shiquan laoren 十全老人),” Qianlong considered his military exploits to be one of the 

central accomplishments of his long reign.9 

 To “document” these accomplishments, while also promoting martial ideals and military 

superiority of the Manchus, Qianlong launched a grand program of war commemoration in 

which court painters were summoned to produce a whole genre of war images that would include 

illustrations of battles, conquests, ceremonies and portraits of meritorious generals and soldiers. 

These images, along with other propagandistic arts and texts as well as military trophies, were 

displayed in the Purple Light Pavilion (Ziguang ge 紫光閣) at the center of the Forbidden City, a 
                                                           

8 The court tradition contained mainly two documentary forms- portraits of meritorious military officers 
(gongchen tu) and illustrations of military events (zhantu) - the second form was believed to have emerged in the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Two pre-Qing examples of the second documentary form have survived, 
illustrating two of the battles fought between the Ming army and the Japanese bandits (wokou) in the Korean 
peninsula and the southeast coast of China during the Jiajing (1522-1566) and Wanli (1573-1620) reigns. For a 
general discussion of the history of court military painting see Hongxing Zhang, “Wu Youru's 'The Victory over the 
Taiping': Painting and Censorship in 1886 China,” PhD dissertation, (University of London, 1999), pp. 40-7. 

 
9 Qianlong’s ten military victories included the two wars against Zunghars, Muslim and the pacification of 

Xinjiang (1755-59), two wars to suppress the Jinchuan rebels in Sichuan (1747-49, 1771-76), war to suppress the 
Lin Shuangwen Uprising in Taiwan (1787-88), and four expeditions abroad with one in Burma (1765-70), one in 
Annam (1788-89) and twice in Nepal (1790-92). Lu Zhengming, “Qianlong di ‘shiquan wugong’ chutan,” in 
Zhongguo junshi shi lunwen ji (Kaifeng: Henan daxue chubanshe, 1989), pp. 239-58; Zhuang Jifa, Qing Gaozong 
shiquan wugong yanjiu (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1987); Joanna Waley-Cohen, “Commemorating War in 
Eighteenth-Century China,” Modern Asian Studies 30, 4 (1996): pp. 869-899. 
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place of military significance where the emperor also received victorious commanders and met 

the envoys of tributary states.10 

Being aware of the power of visual images, Qianlong commissioned a total of five sets of 

commemorative illustrations as a means of promoting war and militarism. The first set of sixteen 

paintings documenting the campaigns in Eastern Turkestan (1755-59) was especially well-known 

for the involvement of four missionary artists: Italian Jesuit Lang Shining 郎世寧 (1688-1766, 

Giuseppe Castiglione), French Jesuit Wang Zhicheng 王致誠 (1702-68, Jean Denis Attiret), 

Bohemian Jesuit Ai Qimeng 艾啟蒙 (1708-80, Ignatius Sichelbart) and Italian Augustinian 

missionary An Deyi 安德義 (d.1781, Jean-Damascène Sallusti). Moreover, small-scale copies of 

those paintings were sent to Paris, under the commission of the emperor, to be engraved into 

copperplates, printed and subsequently shipped back to China. They were displayed in imperial 

memorial halls and the palace, and bestowed on deserving officials as a marker of imperial 

favor.11 All following sets were painted and engraved in Beijing by Chinese artists and artisans 

under the instruction of Jesuit artists.12  

Built on the visual commemoration tradition of the previous dynasties, the Qianlong 

series was also informed by Western arts. The emperor may have been aware of European 

paintings and prints through the missionaries at court. Military historian Joanna Waley-Cohen 

speculates that Qianlong was impressed by European battle paintings such as those executed by 

the German artist Rugendas (1666-1742), and was perhaps aware of the war paintings displayed 

                                                           
10 An introduction of the Ziguang ge is in Waley-Cohen, p. 893. 
 
11 Qianlong granted those prints to officials cultural elites such as the Fan family of the famous Tianyi ge 

Library of Ningbo on various occasions and. See Zhuang 1987, pp. 527-8;  
 

12 They included sixteen illustrations for the suppression of Great and Lesser Jinchuan rebels, twelve for the 
campaign in Taiwan, six for the war against Vietnam, and eight for the war in Nepal.  



220 
 

at Versailles of France and at El Escorial of Spain, and was thus encouraged to involve Jesuit 

artists in his own war-illustration enterprise.13  As for why Qianlong chose to have the war prints 

produced in France, Waley-Cohen suggests, it is because no one in China recalled the techniques 

of copper engravings. France, meanwhile, was home to the best European artists in that craft, and 

more importantly, the emperor may have wished to broadcast his military power and triumphs 

beyond China.14 Qianlong’s war paintings and prints were one among a wide range of 

commemorative means that the emperor employed to “document” his great military victories of 

territorial expansion and suppression of unruliness. They served to glorify the Manchu rule and 

exert ideological control over the memory and historiography of war in China. Whether in 

painted or printed form, war illustrations of eighteenth-century China remained an episode in the 

history of imperial visual commemoration, and are telling documents of the Manchu state’s self-

exaltation.   

Elaborating on this emerging style of Sino-European painting, Chinese artists began to 

incorporate Western visual vocabularies into the expressive mode of Chinese lines. European 

arts had been introduced to China in the late Ming era.15 Synthetic styles continued to develop in 

the Qing dynasty and at the Manchu court were Kangxi’s academicians such as Jiao Bingzhen 焦

                                                           
13 Waley-Cohen 1996, p. 892.  

 
14 Waley-Cohen 1996, p. 892. 

  
15 Art historians Michael Sullivan and James Cahill have convincingly argued for the importance of 

Western influence on the artistic innovations in works of seventeenth century Chinese artists.  For a classic 
introduction to the artistic exchange between China and the West, see Michael Sullivan, The Meeting of Eastern and 
Western Art: From the Sixteenth Century to the Present Day (Greenwich, Conn: New York Graphic Society, 1973). 
Cahill points out that European pictures became accessible to Chinese artists through prints and European influence 
was especially visible in the works of painters active in or near Nanjing where one of the Jesuit missions located. A 
new interest in the physical world, a wealth of descriptive details, a stronger sense of spatial penetration, and novel 
perspectives are innovative elements in the works of such artists as Chang Hung and Wu Pin. See James Cahill, The 
Compelling Image: Nature and Style in Seventeenth Century Chinese Painting (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1982). 
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秉貞 (fl.1689-1726) were active.16 In Qianlong’s court, the hybrid style was best developed to 

create a novel representational form that incorporated realism, modeling with chiaroscuro and 

linear perspective into Chinese modes of visual expression. As a result, physical forms such as 

facial features were individually emphasized, space was more three-dimensional, light and 

shadow was applied, accuracy and animation became distinctive features in works styled in the 

Sino-European manner.  

One of the most effective uses of the synthetic style was in narrative paintings of 

contemporary events, exemplified by the war illustrations. In 1755, Qianlong sent troops to 

Xinjiang, where the internal conflicts among the Zunghars provided the emperor opportunity to 

take decisive actions in Eastern Turkistan. By 1759, Qianlong had defeated the Zunghars and 

subdued the Muslim tribes farther south, thereby consolidating power over the vast territory later 

called Xinjiang. Toward the end of his reign, Qianlong would count the conquest of Xinjiang 

among his greatest military achievements, and the battles were depicted in sixteen Victory 

Pictures of the Conquest of the Zunghars and Muslim Tribes (Pingding Zhungaer huibu desheng 

tu 平定準噶爾回部得勝圖, 1765-75). 

Victory Pictures of the Conquest of the Zunghars and Muslim Tribes represents the 

highly developed Sino-European style in Qing court arts. The series begins with the surrender of 

ethnic Ili people in 1755 and ended with three scenes of military rituals to celebrate the 

                                                           
16 Jiao Bingzhen worked in the imperial Bureau of Astronomy, where he learned linear perspective drawing 

from European astronomers. He was good at figure and architecture painting. Through his student Leng Mei, Jiao’s 
influence extended to the Qianlong court. Jiao’s best known work was his 1769 edition of the Yuzhi gengzhi tu 
(Illustrations of Farming and Weaving), which would become one of the most widely reproduced imperial 
publications during the Qing dynasty. For Jiao’s biography see Hu Jing, Guochao yuanhua lu 國朝院畫錄 juan 1, 
Hushi shuhua kao sanzhong 胡氏書畫考三種, Xuxiu siku quanshu vol. 1082, 1a-b. For general discussion of his art 
see Yang Boda, Qingdai yuanhua (Beijing: Xinhua shudian, 1993), pp. 59-64. 
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victories.17 Great Victory at Qurman (Huerman dajie 呼爾滿大捷)18 (figures 5.1, 5.2) represents 

the Battle of Qurman that occurred on February 3, 1759, when six hundred soldiers under 

Generals Fude 富德 and Machang 瑪瑺 relieved General Zhaohui 兆惠, whose troop was 

besieged by over five thousand Muslims near the city of Yarkand.19 The panoramic battle scene 

features dramatic landscape of undulating mountains within which troops are scattered, 

advancing and fighting amid hillside, peaks and valleys, while focusing primarily on the details 

and actions of figures. The tone of the natural landscape setting is essentially Chinese, especially 

apparent in the painted version where mountains are depicted with shading that emphasizes their 

dimensionality. The three prominent trees in the foreground near the bottom portion are poised 

symbolically and echo the rhythm of the actions: the left one stands along with the reserve forces 

of the Qing, the middle leans forward and symbolizes the advancing Qing troops, and the right 

near the Muslim troops rears back. The most prominent European picturesque device employed 

is the illusion of space that is created by using lines that recede toward a vanishing point in the 

upper third of the picture.  

                                                           
17 The series of paintings are reproduced in Gugong bowuyuan, Qingdai gongting huihua (Beijing: Wenwu 

chubanshe, 1992), pp. 209-16; Nie Chongzheng, Qingdai gongting huihua (Hong Kong: Shangwu yinshuguan, 
1996), pp. 183-91. The  suit of sixteen copper prints are reproduced in Nie Chongzheng, “Qingchao gongting tong 
banhua: Qianlong pingding zhunbu huibu zhantu ,” Gugong bowuyuan yuankan, no.4 (1989), pp. 55-65; 
Chen Shou-yi, “Les Conquêtes de l'Empereur de la Chine,” Honolulu Academy of Arts Annual Bulletin (1940), pp. 
3-19. The whereabouts of the sixteen war paintings are unknown except that a fragment of the right section of the 
Battle of Qurman is kept in Ethnological Museum of Hamburg and a fragment of the left section of the painting was 
auctioned on 8. October 2013 at Sotheby's HK, lot 3073 
(http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/lot.3073.html/2013/fine-chinese-ceramics-and-works-of-art-
hk0477).  
 

18 As mentioned in note 17, only fragments of the painting are seen in public collection and art market 
today. A reproduction of the copper print version is in Chen Shou-yi 1940, figure 8, p. 15.   
 

19 On the battle see James A. Millward, Beyond the Pass: Economy, Ethnicity, and Empire in Qing Central 
Asia, 1559-1864 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), pp. 31-2. 
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Figure 5.1, Great Victory at Qurman, 1760. Fragment of a painting mounted as a scroll, ink and 
color on silk. 130x 120 cm.   After Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Printed Images in China 
8th – 21st Century (http://metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7Bd341c7da-c89f-

43e7-9ced-fcdca982f4cd%7D&oid=77031 

 
Figure 5.2 Augustin de Saint-Aubin (French, 1730-1807), after Giovanni Damasceno Salusti 

(Italian, 1727-1781), Great Victory at Qurman (La Grande Victoire de Qurman), 1770, 
copperplate engraving on European paper, 58x92.9 cm. After Metropolitan Museum of Art, The 

Printed Images in China 8th – 21st Century 
(http://metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7Bd341c7da-c89f-43e7-9ced-

fcdca982f4cd%7D&oid=77031 

http://metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7Bd341c7da-c89f-43e7-9ced-fcdca982f4cd%7D&oid=77031
http://metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7Bd341c7da-c89f-43e7-9ced-fcdca982f4cd%7D&oid=77031
http://metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7bd341c7da-c89f-43e7-9ced-fcdca982f4cd%7d&oid=77031
http://metmuseum.org/exhibitions/view?exhibitionId=%7bd341c7da-c89f-43e7-9ced-fcdca982f4cd%7d&oid=77031
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Figures are depicted in portrait manner with accuracy and animation. General Machang, 

for example, is depicted pulling back his bowstring just beside his dead horse in the middle of 

the lower portion of the picture. The image is similar to the official portrait of him, although not 

a duplicate. Machang was among the 100 meritorious officers (of the East Turkistan Campaign) 

whose portraits would be commissioned in 1760. The scene that appears in the battle painting 

represents the incident that was recorded in an inscription composed by Qianlong praising the 

heroic actions of Machang in a painted handscroll Machang Lays Low the Enemy Ranks (瑪瑺斫

陣圖 ) (figure 5.3) by Lang Shining. Machang led the advancing troops and managed to 

penetrate enemy lines. Falling from his dying horse Machang continued to advance and fight by 

foot until he was rescued by the relief army. Soldiers are scattered among the natural landscape 

settings – at the forefront are mounted officers and soldiers equipped with bows, reserve forces 

are packed in rows standing shoulder to shoulder with bayonets. They are accompanied by 

cannon carried by a line of camels. The battle line winds along the ground toward distant 

mountains. Despite the straightforward application of European techniques, it was the unique 

combination of Chinese and European styles that characterized the imperial battle scenes.  

 

Figure 5.3 Lang Shining (Giuseppe Castiglione，1688－1766), Machang Lays Low the Enemy 
Ranks, 1759, ink and colors on paper, 38.4 x 285.9 cm, 故-畫-001098-00000 National Palace 

Museum, Taipei. After http://www.npm.gov.tw/exh96/newvision/large/c02.htm 

http://www.npm.gov.tw/exh96/newvision/large/c02.htm
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Figure 5.3  detail. 

 

The impact of the unique hybrid style of the 18th century was perhaps limited to the 

imperial art circle and quickly declined after the death of Qianlong. The following Jiaqing 嘉庆

Emperor (r. 1769-1820) ordered three sets of similar images and Daoguang 道光 (r. 1821-50) 

Emperor commissioned only one.20 The final imperial war illustrations were not commissioned 

until 1885 when the Empress Dowager Cixi (1835-1908) ordered a set to commemorate the 

Sino-French War (1883-85).21  

The point, however, is that Chinese military paintings and graphic prints were long 

established as a site of hybridity. In the context of deeper European economic penetration into 
                                                           

20 After Qianlong, Emperor Jiaqing commissioned four, sixteen and thirty-two, respectively, war 
illustrations for the campaigns against the ethnic Miao people in Hunan (Pingding miaojiang zhantu), the Miao in 
Guizhou (Pingding zhong miao zhantu), and the Li people in Yunnan (Weixi pingli tu) between 1798 and 1803. In 
1828, Emperor Daoguang commissioned ten war illustrations of Pingding huijiang zhantu to commemorate the 
campaign in East Turkestan, along with forty-four portraits of meritorious generals and soldiers. See Hongxing 
Zhang 1999, pp. 46-7. 
 

21 Cixi commissioned four sets of illustrations to commemorate the suppression of Taiping Rebellion 
(1850-64), the Nian Rebellion (1851-68), the Muslim Rebellion (1856-74), as well as the Sino-French War (1884-
85).  The first and the most well-known set is the set known as Illustration of Suppressing the Rebels from 
Guangdong and Guangxi (Pingding yuefei tu 平定粤匪图) that was ordered to commemorate the suppression of the 
Taiping Rebellion. It took six years for the completion of the project and the resulting works include 67 paintings of 
battle scenes as well as a great number of officer portraits to be displayed in the palace memorial hall. See Zhang 
Hongxing, “Studies in Late Qing Dynasty Battle Paintings,” Artibus Asiae, 60/2 (2000): 265–96. 
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China in the 19th century, coastal cities such as Guangzhou became homes to professional 

painters and craftsmen who engaged in the “China trade” by producing works that were informed 

by Western techniques. Soon Shanghai surpassed southern ports becoming the synthesizer and 

innovator of Sino-European arts, and it was here that China’s nianhua artists began to apply that 

synthesis to their depiction of modern wars of imperialism, repackaging them as graphic 

storytelling and celebrations of auspicious victory.  

2. Pictorial Storytelling: Nianhua Illustration of Fictional Wars 

Despite the political reputation and visual power of the imperial war illustrations, 19th 

century nianhua artists did not and could not simply copy imperial military paintings. Rather, 

their experience of making illustrations for fiction and drama informed their representation of 

actual wars. During the Qing dynasty, mass production of novels and the rise of popular operas 

coincided with the mass production of nianhua representations. The relationship between theatre 

and nianhua in particular has attracted much scholarly attention. Wang Shucun coined the term 

xichu 戲出 to refer to those theatre-based nianhua and argued that the theatrical nianhua were 

drawn from live performances.22 Moreover, Russian Sinologist the late Boris Riftin (Li Fuqing 

李福清 1932-2012) has identified two types of theatre-related nianhua: the “theatre nianhua 

(xiju nianhua 戲劇年畫)” and the “story nianhua (gushi nianhua 故事年畫).” The difference is 

that the “theatre nianhua” represented the story as seen on stage while the “story nianhua” was 

set in a landscape.23 Among the great variety of plays and novels, the Three Kingdoms stories 

                                                           
22 Wang’s argument is based on his study of the theatrical nianhua produced in Yangliuqing 杨柳青 (Dai 

Lianzeng 戴廉增) near Tianjin. See Wang Shucun, Xichu nianhua (Taipei: Hansheng, 1990). 
 

23 Li Fuqing [Boris Riftin], Guangong chuanshuo yu sanguo yanyi (Taipei: Hanzhong, 1997), p. 133. 
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were one of the most represented materials both on stage and in nianhua representations,24 and 

were best known in the novel version Romance of the Three Kingdoms, attributed to Luo 

Guanzhong 羅貫中 (1330-1400).  

Through a careful analysis of a series of nianhua illustrations of the famous episode 

“Battle of Changban Slope” (Changban po 長阪坡) from the Three Kingdoms (chapter 41),25 

Riftin found that many of the nianhua representations place the sequence in landscape settings, 

but retain theatrical elements such as the black and white face of Zhang Fei.26 Moreover, many 

nianhua versions contain the imagery of a dragon circumscribed by a magic cloud rising from 

above Adou 阿斗, indicating that the child would become the ruler of the Kingdom of Shu – an 

element not recorded in the novel, but present in operatic versions of the story.27  

Storytelling literature was another source of inspiration. One later example is a late 19th 

century Suzhou print depicting the famous episodes of Wu Song from Water Margin. Water 

Margin is best known in its form as the Ming dynasty novel authored by Shi Nai’an 施耐庵 

(1296-1372). The novel, however, does not tell the complete story, and omits certain episodes 

that survive in the storytelling version of present day Yangzhou. Riftin thus suggests that the 

nianhua version of the Wu Song stories must have been made under the influence of local 

                                                           
24 Li Fuqing [Boris Riftin] has identified some 337 nianhua depicting the Three Kingdoms stories, while 

Tao Junqi’s catalogues of Beijing Opera pieces include some 155 out of 1300 plays rendered episodes from the 
Three Kingdoms.  See James A. Flath, The Cult of Happiness: Nianhua, Art and History in Rural North China 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), p. 84. 
 

25 The story features Zhao Yun who saves Liu Bei’s son Liu Shan (Adou) from Cao Cao, with the help of 
Zhang Fei who prevents Cao Cao’s forces from crossing the bridge with his yell. 

 
26 Li Fuqing, “‘Sanguo yanyi’ nianhua yu Guan Yu banhua,” Sekai Kara mita Chugoku minkan hangga, 

vol. 2 (Tokyo: Nihon Mingeikan, 1998), pp. 17-26. 

 
27 Li Fuqing 1998, p. 19. 
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storytellers of Suzhou.28 A rare Suzhou nianhua of the 18th century, offers visual evidence of 

how this transmission between storyteller and artist might have taken place. An Lushan Rebellion 

(An Shi zhi luan tu 安史之亂图) (figure 5.4), issued by Zhengmao hao 正茂号 of Suzhou, 

depicts a storyteller playing a qin while telling the stories of An Lushan Rebellion (755-63) at the 

right corner, and includes fragments of the storytelling literature scattered about the frame, 

suggesting the crucial role storytellers had played in providing narrative sources for popular print 

artists. Nianhua, therefore, appear to have bridged the gap between narratives performed on stage 

and those in print. 

 

Figure 5.4 Anonymous, An Lushan Rebellion, 18th century, woodblock print, 34.9x 54.5 cm. 
Japan. After Feng Jicai ed., Zhongguo muban nianhua jicheng: Riben cangpin juan (Beijing: 

Zhonghua shuju, 2011), 149. 

 

                                                           
28 Li Fuqing [Boris Riftin], “2004 nian xueshu fangwen jianbao ji fuji,” Chugoku hanga kenkyu, 5.2 (2007), 

pp. 163-72. 
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While stage practice played a crucial role in nianhua renditions, they were far from literal 

translations of theatrical scenes. Rather, nianhua artists were free to pick up subjects and motifs 

that they thought were appealing to the audience in telling stories. In the Changban Slope 

narrative Saving the Master at Dangyang (Dangyang jiuzhu 当阳救主) (figure 5.5), probably 

from early 19th century Suzhou, a group of unarmed civilians including women, children, and 

elders appear in the upper left, where they balance Cao Cao and his forces on the upper right. 

Riftin suggests sometimes nianhua artists added contents that may not be relevant to current 

narrative in order to make fuller and enriched scenes. Nianhua, therefore, should not be regarded 

merely as illustrations of fiction, theatre or storytelling, but as an independent form that drew on 

a diverse media and reconfigured them as graphic storytelling.  

 

Figure 5.5 Anonymous, Saving the Master at Dangyang, circa early 19th century, 56.2 x 106.8 
cm, woodblock print, Ōshajō bijutsu hōmotsukan, Japan. After Feng Jicai ed., Zhongguo muban 

nianhua jicheng:Taohuawu juan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011), 296. 

 

  One of the most popular subjects of nianhua storytelling is the drama of fictional war. 

Traditional nianhua representation of fictional battles typically featured mounted warriors in 
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operatic costumes and equipped with classic weapons such as spears, swords and shields. 

Sometimes supernatural intervention is involved and illustrated to intensify the drama of 

conflicts. The image either depicts a confusion of combatants or single close combat. Unlike 

performing arts that have only the stage property (the simplest scene contains only a couple 

chairs and a table) and simple props such as the whip that indicates the act of horse riding, 

nianhua narratives usually appear in natural landscapes with real horses, while giving concrete 

shapes to supernatural beings that were lacking or represented in symbolic forms on stage. 

Twenty-eight Stars at Kunyang (figure 5.6), from the Wang Junfu 王君甫 shop active in 

17th -18th century Suzhou, belongs to the type of fuller composition. The print depicts the Battle 

of Kunyang during the Eastern Han dynasty, in which Liu Xiu 劉秀 (AD 25 - AD 57) regained 

the throne with the aid of twenty-eight warriors. The narrative was recorded in the novel 

Romance of the Eastern Han Dynasty (Dong Han tongsu yanyi 東漢通俗演藝), a remaking of 

historical accounts and legendary sources of the Eastern Han period.29 Nianhua artists chose to 

depict a group-fighting scene while foregrounding key figures Zhi Junzhang 志君章 and Qu 

Wuba 瞿武霸. Riding a lion, Qu confronts Zhi on horseback at the center of the image. Crowds 

of mounted-warriors occupy the remaining space. Neither official histories nor popular literature 

recorded Zhi and Qu. We do not know who they are and how they got into nianhua narratives of 

the Eastern Han stories. They may have been fabricated by the artists, although it is more likely 

that they were derived from an oral tradition in which Zhi and Qu appear as protagonists.  

                                                           
29 Xie Zhao 謝詔 (jinshi, 1574) was the editor of Donghan tongsu yanyi. The best-known edition was 

published, along with Zhen Wei’s Xi Han yanyi, in the Jianxiao ge piping Dong Xi Han tongsu yanyi 劍嘯閣批評東

西漢通俗演義, with a preface by Yuan Hongdao, which states that the edition was based on an earlier publication 
of 1612 by the Daye tang of the Zhou family in Nanjing. 
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Figure 5.6 Anonymous, Twenty-eight Stars at Kunyang, 17th-18th century, woodblock print, 37.7 
x58.8 cm. Ōshajō Bijutsu Hōmotsukan, Japan. After Feng Jicai ed., Zhongguo muban nianhua 

jicheng: Taohuawu juan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011), 290. 

 

Li Wenzhong Sweeping the North (Li Wenzhong Sao bei 李文忠掃北, figure 5.7), from 

Hongtai 洪泰 print shop active in the 18th – early 19th century Suzhou, represents the second type 

and depicts close combat between two mounted warriors. The story may have originated with the 

Ming novel Biographies of Heroes (Yinglie zhuan 英烈傳) or plays and stories about the 

conflicts between the last Mongol ruler Shundi 順帝 (r. 1333-1370) and the Ming founder Zhu 

Yuanzhang 朱元璋 (r. 1368-98). The print depicts a battle taking place on a bridge between the 

Ming general Li Wenzhong (1339-84) and the Northern Yuan commander Bai Yuanta 白元它 

(i.e. Bo Yantu 伯顏圖). Wearing operatic costume, Bo Yantu turns back from his horse to accept 

the challenge from Li Wenzhong at the foot of the bridge. A divine animal appears above the sea 

in the upper right of the picture and the inscription explains that the creature built the Golden 
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Bridge over the Northern Sea and thus allowed the Yuan remnants to escape the Ming. From 

textual sources of the late Yuan legends, we know that it is a Taoist magician who recalls the 

divine creature to help the Yuan forces in order to avoid a slaughter, and reveals to Li Wenzhong 

that it was not heaven’s will to wipe out the Yuan forces at the present moment despite having 

run out of good fortune.30 The nianhua artist accentuates the narrative by focusing on a single 

battle in order to tell a more complex tale of heroism, divine intervention and dynastic change. 

 

Figure 5.7 Anonymous, Li Wenzhong Sweeping the North, 17th-18th century, woodblock print, 
32.5x 50cm. Japan. After Feng Jicai ed., Zhongguo muban nianhua jicheng: Riben cangpin juan 

(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011), 156. 

 

Panoramic representation is another feature developed by nianhua artists to tell war 

stories. Early nianhua works such as Twenty-eight Stars at Kunyang and Li Wenzhong Sweeping 

the North generally focus on portrait-like illustration of figures and close combat while 
                                                           

30 Liu Xiusheng 李修生 ed., Guben xiqu jumu tiyao 古本戲曲劇目提要(Beijing: Wenhua yishu chubanshe, 
1997), pp. 623-4. 
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minimizing the setting. The 19th century Saving the Master at Dangyang adopts a panoramic 

perspective with a rich landscape that frames the fighting, although retaining the focus on figures 

and combating as well as the operatic gesture and costume maintained. Similarly, Three Attacks 

at the Zhu Family Village (figure 5.8) by Tang Weishun 湯維順, based on an episode of the 

Water Margin, provides a panoramic view of the battle between the Liangshan outlaws led by 

Song Jiang and the Zhu Family forces. Despite the continuing popularity of close-up scenes, 

nianhua artists had begun to adopt the wide-angle perspective.  

 

Figure 5.8 Anonymous, Three Attacks at the Zhu Family Village, 18th- early 19th century, 
woodblock print, 94.8 x 53cm. Ōshajō Bijutsu Hōmotsukan, Japan. After Feng Jicai ed., 

Zhongguo muban nianhua jicheng: Taohuawu juan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011), 314. 

 

At the same time, the mode of serial narration was under development. Multi-scene 

nianhua prints became increasingly common during the Qing dynasty, although nianhua 

narratives tend not to present scenes in the order that is consistent with the appearance of 

episodes in novels. Rather, as Riftin suggests, the artists were likely to choose one moment from 

the whole chain of events that constitute one episode and to design a vignette from which the 
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viewer could see the whole picture.31 Serial narration in nianhua paralleled the flourishing of 

vernacular zhanghui xiaoshuo or multi-chaptered novels and the associated storytelling practice 

since the late Ming onward.32 The popular aesthetic sensibility toward multi-episode narratives 

provided the literary and visual templates for nianhua artists to “report”, as well as for the 

nianhua readers, the “mental space” through which to appreciate the “news” during the latter 

half of the 19th century. 

3. Taiping Rebellion (1850-64):  Graphic Storytelling of Recent Events 

The mid-19th century Taiping Rebellion is indisputably an event of far-reaching and 

transformative significance in the history of the Qing dynasty. The story of the Taiping Rebellion 

is usually read as a biography of a visionary and the movement he inspired. Hong Xiuquan 

(1814-64), a failed candidate of the imperial Civil Service Examination from Guangdong, 

claimed (in 1843) that he was the second son of Heaven and brother of Jesus Christ from a vision 

he received in a wondrous dream (in 1837). Subsequently, he developed a religious system and 

gathered converts from his hometown that formed the bases of his revolutionary movement 

challenging the existing system of the dynasty. In January 1851, Hong announced himself the 

Heavenly King of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. The Taiping army fought its way northward 

out of Guangxi, advancing downward to the lower Yangzi. There they occupied Nanjing in 1853, 

made it their capital and renamed it Heavenly Capital (Tianjing).  

For more than a decade, the Taiping forces fought against the Qing imperial army 

consisted of Green Standard Army, Eight Banners Army, local militias, and the Ever Victorious 

                                                           
31Li Fuqing [Boris Riftin] 2007, p. 134. 

 
32 The zhanghui novels, usually written in vernacular language and for long narrative stories, began to 

develop quickly since the late Yuan and early Ming, reaching its maturity from the mid-Ming throughout the Qing.  
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Army over a territory that covered the heart of the Qing Empire, causing great damage to regions 

along the Yangzi River.  Scholars seeking to explain the rise of Shanghai in the late 19th century 

often allude to the contribution of the refugees and migrants from the prosperous Jiangnan 

region, with reference directly or implicitly to the devastation caused by the Taiping war that 

impelled them to move.  

The China field has long been preoccupied with the ideological questions and the erasure 

of public memory about the ruination and brutality of the war through official commemoration. 

Local gazetteers of the restoration period, for example, focused on recording and establishing 

images of martyrs and their righteous acts of resistance against the rebels.  

Nianhua representation of the war provides visual clues about how popular narrative 

created imaginary victories, helping to shape public memory of the war. Using techniques of 

graphic storytelling, nianhua artists repackaged contemporary war events as a fictional narrative, 

while appropriating the pictorial rhetoric of official visual commemoration. 

In the depiction of battles fought during the Taiping Rebellion, nianhua artists show a 

particular interest in representing city walls and gates. Many of the battles are represented as 

occurring outside the city gates especially of Nanjing, the capital of the Taiping Heavenly 

Kingdom. City walls and gates had their practical function in protecting the interior and 

governing passage from one space to another, but they were also a symbolic linkage between the 

mundane world and the cosmos.33 By the late imperial time, it was common knowledge that 

gates of important cities were topped with watchtowers as with fortified walls on the frontiers. 

                                                           
33 A good discussion of the cosmic schemes of the city gates of Suzhou is in Xu Yinong, The Chinese City 

in Space and Time: The Development of Urban Form in Suzhou (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), pp. 
50-3. 
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As Joseph Needham noted, Chinese city-walls are never complete without their watchtowers 

and gate-towers, usually single structures of two or three stories.34   

Nanjing’s city walls, built by Ming founder Zhu Yuanzhang (r.1368-98), adopted a 

winding design that followed the local landscape. Fundamental to its complex topography was its 

strategic proximity to Yangzi River and the presence of hills and lakes that form natural barriers. 

Originally, the Ming state built thirteen gates through Nanjing’s city walls. The historical 

significance of Nanjing’s city walls and gates coincided with its political significance during the 

Taiping Rebellion.  

All of these factors are crucial elements in nianhua representation of the battles fought 

between the Taiping rebels and the Qing armies. Although the Imperial force was a mixture of 

the Banner Army and various local and regional militia, Zeng Guofan’s Xiang Army, in 

particular, played a crucial role in fighting and suppressing the Taiping rebels. The increasing 

importance of the Han generals and armies is visible in the nianhua narratives that depict mostly 

the Han Chinese as the victorious fighters. 

A series of nianhua titled Victory at Nanjing (Nanjing desheng tu 南京得勝圖) (figure 

5.9), now preserved in the SOAS library, depict battles fought at the city gates, such as the 

Fengyi Gate, Tongxi Gate, and Huyang Gate of Nanjing.35 Fengyi Gate , for example, represents 

the imagined battle scene in a realistic topographical landscape with significant landmarks such 

                                                           
34 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilization in China. Vol. 4, Physics and Physical Technology. Part 3, 

Civil Engineering and Nautics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), p. 46. 
35 The list of nianhua in SOAS library can be found in Michel D'Ortona, “Preliminary list of Chinese 

Woodblock Prints in the SOAS Library,” (2011). (http://digital.soas.ac.uk/content/LO/AA/00/00/12/00001/PDF.pdf) 
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as the Fengyi Gate, the Swallow Rock (in the middle of the upper portion), and the Guanyin Gate 

(the northernmost gate of the city, upper left of the picture).36 The inscription states that, 

The Taiping rebels were fleeing like rats into Nanjing. An urgent message had been 
received reporting that the mandarins and imperial ambassadors had witnessed how the 
good spirits had devised an ingenious plan to scare the bad spirits with flaming reeds tied 
to the tails of oxen. The imperial army was deployed to break into the city. The Taiping 
rebels were killed and the traitors exterminated. Peace was completely restored and the 
reign of ten thousand years was once again pure. The Taiping rebels were entirely 
eradicated. The people were touched by the imperial favors and kindness bestowed on 
them.  

In addition to city wall and gate, the print incorporates another popular motif in situating the 

military camp at the upper right corner. The higher position of the camp relative to the city wall 

of Nanjing symbolically indicates the military superiority and the virtuous cause of the Qing 

army. The use of ox formation at the forefront of the Qing army shows the imaginative creation 

of the print artists who had a gift of using storytelling techniques to fuse the realistic and the 

imaginary. 

                                                           
36 A reproduction of the print is in Christer von der Burg ed., The Art of Contemporary Chinese Woodcuts 

(London: Muban Foundation, 2003), Figure 29, p. 30. 
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Figure 5.9 Anonymous, Victory at Nanjing, circa 1850s-60s, woodblock print, 45.8 x 31 cm. 
SOAS, University of London. After SOAS Digital 

Library http://digital.soas.ac.uk/LOAA003943/00001 

 

In the same vein, Picture of Eliminating Taiping Rebels (Jiaomie yuefei tu 勦滅粵匪圖) 

(figure 5.10), depicts a battle scene outside the city gates of Zhenjiang and Yangzhou. While the 

natural landscape is somewhat realistically represented – the strategic position of Zhenjiang at 

the crossing of the Grand Canal and the Yangzi River skirted by ranges of hills, as well as the 

picturesque island of Jiaoshan – the fighting is exaggerated and romanticized. The inscription 

tells how the Taiping rebels are running for their lives and escaping in the direction of the 

Jinshan Temple, west of Zhenjiang. The officials hear about the rebels who burn everything 

down in the temple, so immediately set up an army that moves forth to the cities and suburbs. 

The army consisting of all possible recruits fight with extraordinary skill. While the rebels flee 

they are killed by the swords of the army. The print shows how they drive away and resist the 

http://digital.soas.ac.uk/LOAA003943/00001
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enemy as they hold their heads and skulk away in shame towards Yangzhou. A note on the left 

of the print explains that the captured Taiping rebels were ordered to be flayed alive. 

The image was reproduced in The Illustrated London News (hereafter abbreviated as ILN) 

of January 7, 1854. 37 ILN suggests that the image was a military dispatch sent to the court to 

announce the recapture of Zhenjiang (Chin-kiang) from the Taiping rebels. It gives a detailed 

description of the print: 

The coloring is chiefly a dull red, a few parts, together with the writing, being black.” 
“The resurgents may generally be distinguished by having merely coarse wrappers 
around their heads, instead of a sort of helmets, or by wearing long hair. The mandarins, 
along with their attendant, are in upper right hand corner of the picture, admiring the 
prowess of their troops. The dress and the general appearance of Chinese soldiers are 
given with great accuracy.38   

 

The text further indicates that “the event portrayed in this (print) is sheer invention: the town 

(Zhenjiang) having been found by the English authorities to be still quietly in the possession of 

the insurgents long after the date of the asserted re-capture.” 39 It may further be noted that while 

physical features of the figures are realistically depicted, much of their fighting was based on 

theatrical poses. 

                                                           
37 “Chinese Military Despatch,” The Illustrated London News, 7 January 1854, Volume 15 (Leighton, 

1854), p. 16. 
 
38 “Chinese Military Despatch,” The Illustrated London News, 7 January 1854, Volume 15 (Leighton, 

1854), p. 15. 
 
39 Ibid. 
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Figure 5.10 Anonymous, Picture of Eliminating Taiping Rebels, circa 1850s-60s, woodblock 
print, 45.8x 31 cm. SOAS, University of London. After SOAS Digital 

Library http://digital.soas.ac.uk/LOAA000016/00001 

 

What is most interesting, perhaps, is the fact that while the battles actually occurred in 

Zhenjiang, the result of the battle was quite the opposite, with the Qing going down to defeat and 

the Taiping going on to rule south-central China for the next ten years. They are, in other words, 

“victory prints”, in spite of the fact that victory had not been achieved. It appears to build in part 

on the long tradition of representing all wars against rebels as virtuous, regardless of the reality. 

Current war events are remade to fit the graphic storytelling mode while incorporating accurate 

description of figures and landscapes to lend credibility to the narrative.  

4. Sino-French War (1884-85): Making Heroes, Anticipating Wartime “News” 

Nianhua representation of contemporary warfare began to undergo a dramatic change 

during the time of the Sino-French War (1884-85) when foreigners entered the nianhua scene, 

http://digital.soas.ac.uk/LOAA000016/00001
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and battles begin to reflect “current affairs” with more realistic elements. The depiction of 

Chinese and foreign adversaries is no less fanciful, although the “victories” were largely 

fabricated. Where images of the Taiping Rebellion had derived largely from traditional visual 

and narrative techniques, with the Sino-French War the artists begin to portray European armies, 

weaponry, uniforms, figures and racial characteristics with an unprecedented sense of ‘reality’, 

meaning that they are not consciously represented as fiction. 

4.1 Sino-British Conflicts of 1850s: Guangzhou and the Victory Pictures 

Nianhua depicting contemporary wars were not produced in large scale before the 1880s. 

However, popular print artists had begun to depict China’s foreign wars from as early as the 

1850s. At least two nianhua, issued in Guangzhou (Canton) where the battles took place, 

illustrated military conflicts between Qing and British armies of the mid-19th century.  One such 

example is Authentic Picture of Defeating the Foreign Ghosts (Da bai guizi zhentu 大敗鬼子真

圖), depicting the battle at Fatshan (Foshan 佛山) Creek in 1857.  Although the original print 

does not appear to have survived, a copy was redrafted and published in the ILN on January 23, 

1858.40 Historically, the battle was fought between British Royal Navy and Chinese pirates on 

the Pearl River on June 1, 1857, and concluded with a decisive British victory. The nianhua 

artist, however, chose to represent the opposite scenario in which a small Chinese junk confronts 

two gigantic British warships, which are depicted as oversize Chinese war junks. The Chinese 

braves on the Chinese junk fire gunpowder at the British ships while villagers on the bank take 

up swords, spears and shields to defeat the British soldiers armed with rifles. 

                                                           
40 The print is reproduced in Wang Shucun, Nianhua shi (Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 1997), p. 

188. Wang dates it to the 1840s, which seems incorrect. The other contemporary print is Firing Cannon at Elliot 
issued around 1839, and depicts the Qing armies led by Lin Zexu fighting with the British forces under Charles 
Elliot. A brief description of the imagery is in the same book, p. 120. 
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Although they were far from ‘realistic’, prints like Authentic Picture of Defeating the 

Foreign Ghosts marked the first step Chinese woodblock artists had taken in incorporating 

current wars into nianhua imagery. However, Chinese imagery of war continued to be based on 

the tradition of ‘moral combat’ as reflected in the attached text that explains why modern British 

armies are defeated– “The rebellious barbarians are hateful, [because they have been] causing 

havoc in local village life.” The “morally inferior” foreigners are doomed to failure and the 

symbolic red rain indicates the anger of Heaven. The print reveals a particular Chinese 

perception of war; the unjust cause finds little support from Heaven so is foredoomed to fail, in 

spite of all evidence to the contrary.  

James Polachek has observed the similar practice of making “victory myth” among the 

literati community of Guangzhou (Canton) during the first Opium War (1839-42). According to 

Polachek, the relatively intense literati involvement in local politics in Guangzhou helped to 

create the myth of local elites mobilizing ordinary people to fight against the foreign invaders, 

thus demonstrating the necessity and legitimacy of local literati who took over the role of 

military leadership in place of officers appointed by the Manchu court.41 While the increasing 

power of local elites could be found in many regions from the Taiping war onward, the 

production of “victory prints” during the Sino-British conflicts of the 1850s demonstrates that 

military myth-making was also on the rise amongst ordinary people, indicating an increasing 

public interest in politics of local and even national significance.  

 

 

                                                           
41 James M. Polachek, “The Myth of Victory in Kwangtung,” The Inner Opium War (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1992), pp. 137-75.  
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4.2 Sino-French War: News Illustrators or Myth–Makers  

Starting from the mid-1870s, the modern press, especially Shenbao (launched in 1872), 

disseminated news about foreign encroachment on Chinese territory.42 Stories concerning the 

1874 Japanese expedition to Taiwan and the Sino-Russian dispute over Ili during 1879-81 helped 

to intensify the sense of foreign crises among the Chinese, and newspaper rhetoric began to 

familiarize the Chinese public with discourses of nationalism such as people’s “love of the 

county” and government’s “love of the people.”43  

Meanwhile, since the 1860s, the Qing state had committed considerable resources toward 

modernizing Chinese armies, including the establishment of arsenals and shipyards, importing 

Western military technologies as well as sending military students abroad. The Sino-French War 

of 1884-85 provided a dramatic opportunity to test that new firepower. In hindsight it is clear 

that the Chinese military was still inferior to the French, but nianhua representation of the war 

continued the tradition of constructing imaginary victories, as well as images of heroes, such as 

Liu Yongfu 劉永福 (1837-1917) and his Black Flag Army (Heiqi jun 黑旗軍). 

The valorization of a former bandit was the key theme of the visual narratives of the 

Sino-French War. Once a Taiping rebel, Liu Yongfu was forced to take refuge in Vietnam, and it 

was there he recruited his famous Black Flag Army. After winning several victories over local 

military forces, Liu and his men finally secured their position in Vietnam. Liu had begun to 

engage the French in Vietnam since as early as the 1870s, and won several victories including 

                                                           
42 On Shenbao see Barbara Mittler, A Newspaper for China? Power, Identity, and Change in Shanghai’s 

News Media 1870-1910 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004); Tsai Weipin, Reading Shenbao: Nationalism, 
Consumerism and Individuality in China 1919-37 (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
 

43 For a general discussion of late 19th century political and cultural changes in urban society see Mary 
Backus Rankin, “Alarming Crises/Enticing Possibilities: Political and Cultural Changes in Late Nineteenth-Century 
China,” Late Imperial China, vol. 29, no.1 supplement (June, 2008): pp. 46-63. 
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the defeat of the first French adventure in Tonkin, which resulted in the death of French 

lieutenant Francis Garnier (1839-73) on December 21, 1873,44 and the Battle of Paper Bridge on 

May 19, 1883, during which the French commander Henri Riviere (1827-83) was killed.45 Liu 

and his black flags had now made their name for defeating French ambition in Tonkin by taking 

scalps of two French officers, which provided sources for patriotic propaganda with the progress 

of war. 

When word of these conflicts, and especially the ‘victories’, reached Guangzhou in 1884 

popular artists began to render their impressions in print. On April 19, 1884 the commercial 

publisher Shubao 述報, founded on the previous day, claimed to be in correspondence with a so-

called ‘special artist’ by the name of the Hermit of Pinshi (Pinshi shanren 品石山人). Hermit of 

Pinshi, it was written, had followed General Liu into battle and was expected to send battle 

pictures, a photo of General Liu and a translated version of a French map of Annam. The photo 

and map were to be reproduced and sold at a cost of one yuan each, and provided free of charge 

to the newspaper subscribers.46 The paper’s engagement of the Hermit of Pinshi would appear to 

be the first instance of a Chinese commercial publisher provides “coverage” of a contemporary 

war depicted by a correspondent, although the idea seems quickly caught on. 

 In late April 1884, a print on Liu’s defense of Bac Ninh titled Picture of General Liu 

Defending Bac Ninh (Liu tidu zhenshou Beining tu 劉提督鎮守北寧圖) (figure 5.11), by the 

                                                           
44 For a discussion on Francis Garnier and his adventures in Tonkin see Ella S. Laffey, “French 

Adventurers and Chinese Bandits in Tonkin: The. Gamier Affair in its Local Context,” Journal of Southeast Asia 
Studies, vol. 6, no.1 (1975), pp. 8-51. 
 

45 On background information of Sino-French War see John King Fairbank, Denis Crispin Twitchett eds., 
The Cambridge History of China: Late Chʻing, 1800-1911, pt. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980 ), 
pp. 251-69; Bruce A. Elleman, Modern Chinese Warfare, 1795-1989 (London; New York: Routledge, 2001), pp. 82-
93. 

 
46 “Benguan gaobai,” Shubao, April 19, 1884. 
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Hermit of Meizhou (Meizhou yinshi 梅州隱士), was reproduced in ILN with the following 

comment: 

A Chinese Special Artist, who was with the retreating garrison, has made a series of 
rather curious drawings, which have been engraved and published in China, as a sort of 
Chinese Illustrated News, and a copy of which, sold at Shanghai, was recently bought 
and sent to us by an obliging correspondent. 47  

 

As with the Hermit of Pinshi, the identity of the Hermit of Meizhou is unknown, except that he 

presumably came from the city of Meizhou in eastern Guangdong. The other important message 

from the comment of ILN, however, is that the print was circulated in both the southern port and 

Shanghai, suggesting a wider circulation of such images and perhaps a Guangzhou-Shanghai 

connection.  

 

Figure 5.11 Meizhou Yinshi, Picture of General Liu Defending Bac Ninh, 1884, woodblock 
print. After Feng Jicai, Zhongguo muban nianhua jicheng: Eluosi cangpin juan (Beijing: 

Zhonghua shuju, 2009), 430-1. 

 

                                                           
47 “The French War in Tonquin: The Battle of Bacninh,” Illustrated London News, May 17, 1884. 
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In addition to the image reproduced in ILN, Hermit of Meizhou also painted a series of 

“victory pictures” regarding the battles at Bac Ninh, such as Great Victory at Bac Ninh (Beining 

dajie 北寧大捷) (figure 5.12, up), Complete Picture of Recovering Bac Ninh (Kefu Beining 

quantu 克復北寧全圖) (figure 5.12, bottom) and Recapturing Bac Ninh at Night (Yeke Beining

夜克北寧). It was probably these same “victory pictures” that caught the attention of Shenbao. 

The editors noted at the beginning of 1884 “pictures depicting Chinese defeat of the French were 

widely circulated among the Guangzhou people….  The information is that Black Flags are 

victorious and the French are frequently defeated.”48 Another editorial published in Shenbao 

reveals how those “victory pictures” were made: 

The victorious “news” had reached Hong Kong, where local people also believed in the 
victory (Battle of Sontay). As a matter of fact, a special artist had painted the picture 
before the battle began, in which, the Black Flags are depicted chasing the French army 
who are fleeing in disorder…. The delineation is so realistic that the viewers are pleased 
in seeing such illustration.49   

 

The comment in Shenbao suggests that at least some of those “victory pictures” were made 

before the battles started, and obviously by local artists who anticipated the outcome rather than 

“war correspondents” following General Liu onto the battlefield. We can only speculate as to the 

rationale – there may have been competition in the marketplace to get the story out first, 

regardless of its veracity, or there may have been an intention to mobilize the public emotion 

toward the French before the battle began. Most likely the artist was catering to a public that had 

a certain aesthetic sensibility that expected the unvirtuous to be defeated, much as was the case 

                                                           
48 “On the fall of Sontay,” Shenbao, January 4, 1884. 

 
49  “On War Illustration, ” Shenbao, January 2, 1884. 
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in the theatrical nianhua prints that were probably circulating alongside war prints in the New 

Year markets of 1884.  

 

Figure 5.12 Meizhou Yinshi, Great Victory at Bac Ninh (up), 34 x 57 cm and Complete Picture 
of Recovering Bac Ninh (bottom), 33x60cm, 1884. Russia. After Feng Jicai ed. Zhongguo muban 

nianhua jicheng: Eluosi cangpin juan (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2009), 432. 

 

The “victory pictures” especially those by Hermit of Meizhou also illustrate the 

development of the technique of panorama. The artist uses fine line painting to develop grand 

landscapes with distinct military events unfolding amidst undulating mountains and forts. 

Although we cannot draw a direct connection between these images and any earlier form of 
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military commemoration, the composition strategy is similar in many ways to the court military 

paintings of the Qianlong era.  Central to Hermit of Meizhou’s rendition of battle scenes was the 

fortified wall that may have invoked the city gates of Taiping era “victory pictures” and the 

barrier mountains that suggested the frontiers of imperial China in Qianlong’s war illustrations.  

What distinguishes the “victory pictures” depicting battles of the Sino-French War from 

previous war illustrations is a relatively objective knowledge of the French military institution, 

the sense of racial difference and the use of clothing to demarcate the French and Chinese 

military. The Chinese uniform is the traditional haoyi consisting of a wide jacket with circular 

plagues at front and back and black characters denoting the soldier’s unit. Jackets are worn over 

the civilian long gown and loose trousers are tucked into black cloth boots. Paired aprons are 

worn, along with a rattan helmet or a turban. Archers, musketeers, cavalry, and artillerymen on 

the battlefield are led by soldiers carrying rattan shields and dressed in a long sleeve jacket with 

yellow and black stripes, matching leggings and boots, and a cloth helmet. Chinese officers wear 

the standard conical mandarin hat with tassels.50  

The French are depicted wearing the European uniform of high-buttoned coats and tight 

trousers. Ethnic features are emphasized. The French are depicted with Caucasian features such 

as the high noses. French mounted officers are equipped with swords and infantry with rifles and 

bayonets. Apart from their shields, Chinese soldiers are depicted with the same rifles, bayonets, 

spears and cannons and so appear, from the Chinese perspective, equally well armed but better 

dressed than their French adversaries (barbarians). From the perspective of the Self-

                                                           
50  Valery Garrett, Chinese Dress: From the Qing Dynasty to the Present (New York: Charles E Tuttle Co, 

2008:), p.29; Antonia Finnane, Changing Clothes in China: Fashion, History, Nation (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008), p. 72. 
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Strengthening Movement, the Qing forces have adopted Western practicality while preserving 

their Chinese essence (ti-yong). 

Most of the prints concerning the Sino-French War depict land battles, although one rare 

print Victory from Fuzhou (Fuzhou jiebao 福州捷報) depicts the naval battle at Fuzhou fought in 

August 1884.51 Late in November of the same year the print was reproduced in ILN, which 

contrasts “what really happened in the battle” with the Chinese nianhua representation of it:  

It had been generally supposed, from the accounts which have reached Europe that 
the gun-boats of the French naval squadron in the Min River bombarded the Foo-
chow (Fuzhou) Arsenal and the adjacent forts, driving out their garrison with little 
difficulty, and sinking all the Chinese junks. But a Chinese special artist, in the sheet 
from which we have copied this engraving, represents a very different scene, the 
valiant defenders of the place pouring forth a terrible cannonade and fusillade, 
sending a French vessel to the bottom, while multitudes of the enemy are drowned or 
shot, the fire of the batteries and troops on shore being assisted by that of a Chinese 
force afloat on the river. In the aerial region above, the Chinese Governor condemns 
prisoners to death.52 

 

The Chinese side is clearly outnumbered in personnel and is superior in military conducts, with 

the backing of Jinpai fort (Kimpai) and Changmen batteries (white fort). The French have a 

modern warship in contrast to the traditional Chinese junk; still, the Chinese have the upper hand 

as the French ship is in sinking.   

Victory pictures of the Sino-French War show the power of visual images in defining war 

and shaping public opinions about it. Pictures were made in advance to anticipate rather than 

report the war results. Artistically, Sino-French War nianhua prints drew on the court war 

                                                           
51 Historically, the battle was fought in Mawei harbor to the southeast of Fuzhou, during which the French 

squadron under Admiral Amédée Courbet almost destroyed the Fujian fleet, which led to the blockade of the 
Nanyang fleet on the Yangzi River that cut the flow of tribute grain up the Grand Canal to Beijing.  
 

52 “Chinese pictorial version of the conflict at Foo-chow: repulse of the French gun-boats,” Illustrated 
London News, November 11, 1884. 
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illustrations in their basic structuring strategy, while maintaining the narrative conventions of 

traditional graphic storytelling in terms of emphasizing heroic images and deeds against the 

unruly. The involvement of commercial artists such as Wu Youru in imperial war 

commemoration after the Sino-French War demonstrates the capacity of commercial print artists 

in war illustrations, and the cultural exchange between court and popular arts, thanks to the 

commercial economy that made war and war arts accessible to a larger audience. However, 

realism became an increasingly crucial element. The realistic depiction of the French army 

demonstrates the influence of the huabao style images – i.e they were beginning to develop a 

“journalistic” perspective. The traditional narrative code continued in their emphasis of heroism, 

but it became inseparable from the patriotic messages that defined a market for wartime stories. 

In moving toward “journalism” and commercial printing, the nianhua producers, again, became 

disseminators of the new literary and visual discourses of the emerging mass media, while 

maintaining its myth-making practice and transforming it into a means of producing nationalistic 

messages.  

5. Sino-Japanese War (1894-95): Recycling and Innovation 

By the time Sino-Japanese War came its conclusion in 1895, Chinese war pictures were 

being mass-produced. The years since the Sino-French War had enabled Chinese print artists to 

gain more experience in the use of lithography, yet the market was still occupied by woodblock 

artists who were obliged to change their graphic style in order to compete. When the Sino-

Japanese War broke out, it appears that one of the most effective ways to “scoop” one’s 

competitors was to recycle old Sino-French war prints, which not only provided a production 

advantage, but ensured that war images were rendered in patterns that were already familiar to 

the public. The victory myth continued, but it was also represented by innovative formats with 



251 
 

new subjects being introduced and lengthy texts composed in journalistic style forming an 

integral part of the war pictures. Huabao style imagery looms larger.  

5.1 Recycling Sino-French War Images 

Despite having suffered frequent defeats in foreign wars, in 1894 the Chinese court and 

many Western observers were optimistic that Chinese military power was still superior to that of 

Japan, in spite of the fact that much of the naval budget had been appropriated for repairing and 

constructing imperial palaces and retreats.53 Sir Robert Hart (1835-1911), Inspector General of 

the Chinese Maritime Customs Service, in his letter to James Duncan Campell (August 5, 1894) 

wrote that “if the war lasts long enough we must win: Chinese grit, physique and numbers will 

beat Japanese dash, drill and leadership – the Japs are at their best now, but we’ll improve every 

day!”54 Such confidence and optimism was shared and disseminated by the modern press. 

Shenbao published several editorials arguing that a war with Japan could not be avoided and that 

China should take the opportunity to assert authority and sovereignty over its tributary state, 

Korea.55 Victories of the Sino-French War were recalled. Xinwenbao, established in 1893, for 

example, published an editorial on September 27, 1894, reminding the readers that victorious 

battles fought against the French should be remembered. To convince the readers about China’s 

military strength, the editorial further emphasizes that China’s naval forces had been largely 

                                                           
53 John King Fairbank, Katherine Forst Bruner et. Eds., The I.G. in Peking: Letters of Robert Hart Chinese 

Maritime Customs, 1868-1907 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), vol. ii, p. 991; Ji Pingzi, Cong yapian 
zhanzheng dao jiawu zhanzheng (Taipei: Yunlong Chubanshe, 2001), pp. 541-45. 
 

54 John King Fairbank 1975, pp. 980-1. 
 

55 See for example “Lun Zhongguo wei chaoxian shi bukebu yu riben yi zhan,” Shenbao, July 21, 1894; 
“Chou zhan yi,” Shenbao, July 27, 1894. 
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improved, and that this fact had been recognized by Western observers of a military review 

sponsored by Viceroy Li Hongzhang in Tianjin.56  

 It was in this air of optimism that victory pictures of the Sino-French War were recycled. 

Hermit of Meizhou had gained some fame for his depictions of the Sino-French War, so it is 

unsurprising that ten years later his images were recycled to cover the outbreak of Sino-Japanese 

War.  Recapturing Bac Ninh at Night (figure 5.13) was republished as the Battle of Pyongyang at 

Night (figure 5.14), and Victory of Fuzhou was recycled as Picture of General Ye Advancing by 

Water and Land (figure 5.15). There is no obvious forerunner for Victory Picture of Naval Battle 

at Korea (Chaoxian shuizhan desheng tu 朝鮮水戰得勝圖) (figure 5.16), and so it is possible 

that the print was produced especially for the war, although elements of the print may well have 

been adapted from earlier prints of the Sino-French War, such as the Battle of Fuzhou. 

Considering that both naval engagements were categorical failures, it seems that the practice of 

claiming victory had also been carried over and recycled.  

 

Figure 5.13 Meizhou yinshi, Recapturing Bac Ninh at Night, 1884, woodblock print, 61.9x 36 
cm. National Museum of Taiwan History. 

                                                           
56 “Xu zhong wo bingzhi butong lun,” Xinwenbao, September 27, 1894. 
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Figure 5.14 Anonymous, Battle of Pyongyang at Night, 1894, woodblock print, 63.5 x 36.8cm. 

British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-
j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(30)_B20102-53.jpg. 

 

 
Figure 5.15 Anonymous, Picture of General Ye Advancing by Water and Land, 1894, woodblock 

print, 64.2 x 36.8cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-
j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(27)_B20102-50.jpg 

 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(30)_B20102-53.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(30)_B20102-53.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(27)_B20102-50.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(27)_B20102-50.jpg
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Figure 5.16 Meizhou yinshi, Victory Picture of Naval Battle at Korea, 1894, woodblock print, 
64.1x 36.6cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(25)_B20102-48.jpg 

 

In addition to the recycling of battle scenes and artists, war heroes were also recycled. 

The Sino-French War hero Liu Yongfu, who was not involved in major battles of Sino-Japanese 

War except the defense of Taiwan in 1895 to resist Japanese occupation of the island, was 

visually recalled to fight the Japanese. In Commanders Song and Liu Recovering Jiuliancheng 

(Song Liu er shuai kefu Jiuliancheng 宋劉二帥克復九連城), by Wu wenyi zhai of Shanghai 

(figure 5.17), Liu and his Black Flags together with General Song and his men fight against the 

Japanese in the battle at Jiuliancheng. Mounted combat between Liu and Japanese commander 

Ōtori Keisuke is represented in the middle of the lower portion of the picture with a text 

“General Liu challenges Ōtori Keisuke with a pike.” However, the historical battle was fought 

between the Chinese forces under General Song Qing 宋慶 (1820-1902) and the Japanese 

imperial army under General Yamagata Aritomo (1838-1922) on the border between Korea and 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(25)_B20102-48.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(25)_B20102-48.jpg
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Manchuria on October 24, 1894.  Neither Liu nor Ōtori Keisuke (1833-1911) was involved, 

although Keisuke might be more familiar to the Chinese for his career as a diplomat to China and 

more importantly his instrumental role in opening the Sino-Japanese War. In 1893, Keisuke was 

appointed Minister to Korea so was involved in the internal political fights in Korea and the 

subsequent negotiations leading to the Sino-Japanese war but he retreated from diplomatic stage 

shortly after the war broke out.57 In the first instance “recycling” was simply a matter of copying 

old prints and introducing only new titles and slight changes, such as replacing French flags with 

Japanese ones. Recycling the image of Liu Yongfu at the critical moment when the war was 

coming to the Chinese territory seems to suggest that China’s defeats in Korea came as a shock 

to the Chinese public, who now turned to the Sino-French War hero for help.  

 

Figure 5.17Anonymous, Commanders Song and Liu Recovering Jiuliancheng, 1894, woodblock 
print, 62.5 x 36.7cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(39)_B20102-62.jpg 

 

                                                           
57 On Otori Keisuke, see Hilary Conroy, The Japanese Seizure of Korea: 1868-1910 (Philadelphia, 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1960). On Battle of Jiuliancheng see Elleman 2001, pp. 104-5. 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(39)_B20102-62.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(39)_B20102-62.jpg
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What is most interesting behind the practice of recycling is the imagery of the Japanese. 

Representing them as “foreigners (i.e. the French),” the nianhua artists transmitted the image of 

a militarily Westernized Japan, although they might be not able to distinguish the difference 

between the French and the German on which Japan built their modern military machine. Flath 

argues that this “confusion over the identities of Japanese” “reflects a popular perception that the 

Sino-Japanese War was a war against all foreigners.”58 On the other hand, the recycling of Sino-

French war images, I argue, suggests that China had certain knowledge of Japanese military 

reform and perhaps, to some degree, its transformative power, so turned to Liu Yongfu, the 

veteran hero of Sino-French war, “inviting” Liu to “fight” and “defeat” the Westernized 

Japanese.  

5.2 Innovation: 

Journalistic rhetoric and lithographic styles began to be incorporated into victory pictures 

of the Sino-Japanese War. Lengthy text usually placed on the top of the image, occasionally 

inserted into marginal empty space, was written in the new literary style that specifies time, place 

and actions commonly seen in journalistic commentaries. Battle at Pyongyang on a Moonlit 

Night (Yueye dazhan Gaoli Pingrang cheng 月夜大战高丽平壤城) (figure 5.18), for example, 

representing the Battle of Pyongyang on 15 September 1894, contains the following text:  

On the night of the sixteenth day of the eighth month, the Japanese troops marched from 
three directions to stage a sudden attack. Our troops were subsequently divided into three 
groups to confront. Both parties had losses, however, the Japanese lost much more.  

 

Similarly, in Commanders Song and Liu Recovering Jiuliancheng, the text states: 

                                                           
58 Flath 2004, p. 107. 
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From Tianjin a telegram arrived saying that the Japanese rebels attacked Jiuliangcheng. 
Generals Song and Liu pretended to retreat, placing landmines and gunpowder fifty miles 
away [from the town] that blasted the Japanese to death. Japanese casualties were 20,000. 

 

Comparing Commanders Song and Liu Recovering Jiuliancheng with a Dianshizhai 

illustration Irresistible Force (Pozhu shicheng 破竹勢成) by Jin Gui, Judith Frohlich notices 

texts of both pictures contain the same wording “from Tianjin a telegram arrived saying…”59 

Details such as the time, the death toll, war tactics as well as telegraphed message were elements 

characteristic of newspaper literature that was to emphasize the “accuracy” of the report. By 

adopting newspaper rhetoric, nianhua became a channel of disseminating the news culture, 

contributing to the formation of a standard readership. 

 

Figure 5.18 Anonymous, Battle at Pyongyang on a Moonlit Night, 1894, woodblock print, 62.4 x 
36.6 cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(40)_B20102-63.jpg 

 

                                                           
59 Judith Frohlich, “Pictures of the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895,” War in History, vol. 21, 2 (2014): 

pp. 225-6.  

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(40)_B20102-63.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(40)_B20102-63.jpg
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In response to the emerging illustrated news industry in China, nianhua artists also 

imitated the huabao style imagery, especially in rendering modern military technologies. 

Destroying the Japanese Warship (Jihui wojian 击毁倭艦) (figure 5.19), painted by Master of 

the Hall of Anticipating the Pacification of the East (Wang pingdong guan zhuren 望平东馆主

人), depicts the scene in which Chinese cruiser Jiyuan opens fire on the Japanese fleet. The way 

that the waves are drawn, and more importantly the accurate rendition of the modern vessels, 

shows the influence of journalistic illustrations such as those of illustrated news items in the 

Dianshizhai Pictorial (i.e. Western Ship Saving People). 

 The historical event in question is perhaps the Battle of Fengdao, the first naval battle of 

the Sino-Japanese war that occurred on 25 July 1894 offshore of Asan, where Japanese cruisers 

Naniwa, Yoshino and  Akitsushima staged a sudden attack on two Chinese ships, the cruiser 

Jiyuan under the command of General Fang Boqian (1853-1894) and the accompanying gunboat 

Guangyi. In the course of the battle, two more Chinese ships were involved – the transport ship 

Kowshing, a British merchant vessel chartered by the Qing government to ferry troops and 

military supplies to reinforce Asan, and the escorting gunboat Caojiang (Tsao-kiang). The battle 

ended with a complete Japanese victory. Jiyuan escaped at the expense of Guangyi and took 

great damage. Caojiang was captured and used as a patrol boat for the Japanese during the 

remainder of the war, and the transport Kaoshing was sunk with a great loss of life. The artist, 

however, describes the scene as follows: “the Chinese army under Viceroy Li meet a Japanese 

vessel on their way to Korea at the sea. General Fang subsequently opens fire, and severely 

damages the Japanese ship, which has to lift a dragon flag for surrender. Suddenly, three 

Japanese ships come to rescue the damaged one.”  
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Figure 5.19 Wang pingdong guan zhuren, Destroying the Japanese Warship, 1894, woodblock 
print, 54.3 x 28.2cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(18)_B20102-41.jpg 

 

New war subjects were also introduced. More victory pictures depicting naval battles 

began to appear. In addition to Destroying the Japanese Warship, there were Victory of Water 

Battle at Yalu River (Yalu jiang shuai shui jiebao 鴨綠江帥水捷報) (figure 5.20), and Victory 

Picture of Battle at Weihaiwei (Weiahiwei dazhan desheng tu 威海衛大戰得勝圖) (figure 5.21). 

Perhaps, the modern periodical press provided pictorial templates for the depiction of modern 

warships. A public fascination with modern military technology coexisted with the anxiety over 

foreign crises. 

 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(18)_B20102-41.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(18)_B20102-41.jpg
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Figure 5.20 Anonymous, Victory of Water Battle at Yalu River, 1894, woodblock print, 64.1x 
36.8 cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(29)_B20102-52.jpg. 

 

 
Figure 5.21 Anonymous, Victory Picture of Battle at Weihaiwei, 1894, woodblock print, 63.5 x 

36.7cm. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-
j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(26)_B20102-49.jpg. 

 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(29)_B20102-52.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(29)_B20102-52.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(26)_B20102-49.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(26)_B20102-49.jpg
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In addition to naval battles, scenes such as treating captives and negotiating treaties were 

depicted in print. The treatment of captives of war was not new in Chinese illustrative history, 

but in the late 19th century nianhua artists re-appropriated and adapted the subject and pictorial 

convention. Arresting, Investigating and Beheading Japanese Captives (Zhuona wosui shengwen 

zhengfa 捉拿倭遂審問正法) (figure 5.22) depicts how Chinese treated the Japanese captives. 

Here the nianhua artists once again appropriated the imperial war illustration tradition especially 

with regard to the circular composition; however, brutal execution replaces the mood of peaceful 

surrender as represented in the imperial victory pictures. Generals Ye (Zhichao) and Nie 

(Shicheng) sit at the center of their camp flanked by their retinues. Behind them are two rows of 

foot soldiers. The Japanese captives are portrayed in the foreground at the bottom of the picture. 

Some are on their knees, some are chained and pulled along by the Chinese, and one in the 

middle is cruelly beheaded. The imitation is very superficial and somewhat distorted. The 

Chinese soldiers in the middle ground are depicted as disproportionately large in contrast to the 

Japanese in the foreground who are reduced to miniatures. Brutal killing replaced the 

conventional rhetoric of peaceful surrender of the “barbarians” suggests the growing “hatred” 

toward the “foreign” enemies and popular concerns about the militarization of China, but without 

Westernization.  
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Figure 5.22 Anonymous, Arresting, Investigating and Beheading Japanese Captives, 1894, 
woodblock print, 63.2 x 36.9. British Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(28)_B20102-51.jpg 

 

Pictures of treaty negotiations marked a dramatic departure from previous war 

illustrations. No such content appears in illustrations of fictional wars, while official war pictures 

rendered only the surrender scenes that expressed the values of the tributary system. Treaty 

negotiation was defined by the Western system of international law and based on the premise of 

the equality of states, despite the different application of the law in Western imperialist and non-

Western colonial countries.60 Its appearance in Chinese illustrated papers, as Frohlich has noted, 

indicated the change in Chinese views regarding the changing interstate relations between China 

and Japan.61 Nianhua representation, however, showed an ambiguous attitude. 

                                                           
60 Frohlich 2014, p. 240. 
 
61 Ibid. 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(28)_B20102-51.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.4/16126.d.4_(28)_B20102-51.jpg
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Peace negotiation was already illustrated in nianhua during the Sino-French War. The 

only extant Suzhou/Shanghai print representing Sino-French war was The French Are Begging 

for Peace (Faren qiuhe 法人求和, figure 2.4)62, designed by Wu Youru, perhaps the most well-

known news illustrators of late 19th century Shanghai. It depicts a fictional negotiation scene in 

an interior setting, where Li Hongzhang (1823-1901) and Zuo Zongtang (1812-

1885) representing the Qing government receive the request for a peaceful truce from French 

General Courbet (Guba孤拔), who is accompanied by German maritime customs adviser Detring 

(De Cuilin德璀琳) and the British ambassador Parkes (Ba 巴).  

This print was probably made before Wu officially became the chief illustrator for 

Dianshizhai Illustrated News, for which he would make a different picture illustrating the peace 

negotiation of June 9, 1885.63 Historically, China and France had a peace negotiation in 

July1883 in Shanghai between Li Hongzhang and Arthur Tricou, French minister to Japan, but 

the meeting failed to arrive at any satisfactory agreement.64 Wu’s nianhua illustration must have 

referred to that negotiation though the figures involved in the actual negotiations were different 

from those in the print. The French Are Begging for Peace is pure fiction. All the Western 

powers are bowing to the two Chinese officials sitting at the center, backed up by a dragon, 

emerging from the clouds on heaven and blowing fire to break the smokes and clouds, a highly 

symbolic image indicating the military power of China. Peace “negotiation” was a French 

“surrender.”  

                                                           
62 See Chapter 2, p. 90. 

 
63 Wu Youru, “Heyi huaya,”  Dianshizhai huabao, no. 43 (Ding 5), mid-June 1885. 

 
64 Zeng Jizeng, Chinese diplomat to Paris played a crucial role in convincing Li Hongzhang that France had 

no intention to launch a full-scale war over China. See Lloyd E. Eastman, Throne and Mandarins: China's Search 
for a Policy during the Sino-French Controversy 1880-1885 (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1967), pp. 76-
87. 
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  By the time of the Sino-Japanese War, Chinese had gotten a better understanding of the 

concept of peace negotiations and in fact, it became part of both official and popular rhetoric. 

More images were produced to render the process leading to peace treaty ceremony. Welcome 

Viceroy Li (Ying ya Li fuxiang 迎迓李傅相) (figure 5.23) starts with Li Hongzhang’s arrival at 

the Japanese port where he is received by the vice Prime Minister of Japan along with a group of 

Western ambassadors. The inscription explains that the war has lasted for one year, which has 

interrupted foreign trades, so the Western countries push for a peace negotiation between China 

and Japan. The tone was less arrogant compared with that of The French Are Begging for Peace. 

 

Figure 5.23Anonymous, Welcome Viceroy Li, 1894-95, woodblock print, 62.0 x 35.9 cm. British 
Library. After http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-

j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.2/16126.d.2_(10)_B20102-76.jpg. 

 

Welcome Viceroy Li is marked as the first picture (qiantu 前圖), which means at least one 

more picture (houtu) or perhaps a series of pictures were produced for events leading to the 

negotiation and peace treaty. Foreign Envoys Meeting Up with Viceroy Li for Peace Negotiation 

http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.2/16126.d.2_(10)_B20102-76.jpg
http://jacar.go.jp/jacarbl-fsjwar-j/gallery/images/zoom/16126.d.2/16126.d.2_(10)_B20102-76.jpg
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(Geguo qinchai huitong Li fuxiang yihe tu 各國欽差會同李傅相議和圖) (figure 5.24), printed 

by Wu Wenyi zhai 吳文藝齋 of Shanghai, is perhaps the other picture of the same series and 

depicts the conclusion of the Treaty of Maguan (Shimonoseki). The Chinese official and the 

Japanese are ritually on par, showing the changing Chinese ideas about peace negotiation and 

treaty.  

 

Figure 5.24 Anonymous, Foreign Envoys Meeting Up with Viceroy Li for Peace Negotiation, 
1894-5, woodblock print, Shanghai Library. After Shanghai tushuguan, Qingmo nianhua huicui: 

Shanghai tushuguan guancang jingxuan (Beijing: Renmin meishu chubanshe, 2000): 2:90. 

 

Interestingly, beside this ideologically “realistic” representation of negotiation, the 

appearance of Xiaoshan 小山 (Koyama Toyotarō 1869－1947) in both Welcome Viceroy Li and 

Foreign Envoys Meeting Up with Viceroy Li for Peace Negotiation shows the popular interest in 

anti-heroes and the drama of violence. Drawing on journalistic lithography, nianhua artists still 

maintained the vernacular subjects such as the fort and camp. As with fortified city walls in land 
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battles, fortified ports were crucial in naval battles. For the Chinese, these ports equipped with 

batteries seemed to be the most effective defense against the Western warships. While the 

concept of peace negotiation began to be increasingly familiar to the Chinese, nianhua 

representation of the negotiations was still dependent with the drama of heroic figures. Modern 

military technology and conduct continued to be informed by Sino-French War prints. All of 

these attributes suggest the limited capacity for popular culture to keep up with the “news.”  

Conclusion 

The late 19th “victory pictures” discussed above constitute the main evidence for the intimate and 

complex relationship between traditional woodblock print and the emerging mass media culture 

in China. They demonstrate how graphic prints defined and redefined wars. The production of 

the “victory pictures” was driven by the commercial economy that commodified war and war 

images. Drawing on various visual conventions from official commemorative arts and historical 

illustrations of novels and plays to industrially produced news illustrations, as well as narrative 

and literary techniques of graphic storytelling and the new journalism, nianhua artists brought 

real warfare into their repository thus public viewing/ discussion, spurring a mass market for 

contemporary war events. By expanding the visual territory to include battle fields beyond the 

immediate urban environment, these “victory pictures” represented dramatic departure from 

nianhua tradition of city-making, which was now giving way to the practice of state-making.  

Nianhua did not represent the actual situation or progress of the war, but rather what the 

war should be. Behind the imagery of a victorious China facing modern military powers was the 

paradoxical Chinese attitude toward the foreign. On the one hand, starting from port cities, 

especially treaty-port Shanghai, a popular fascination about Western technologies was 

developing, and that fascination was beginning to spread all over China. On the other hand, an 
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increasing level of public awareness about foreign crises was forming, thanks to the development 

of newspapers, pictorial press and those nianhua “victory pictures”. The incongruity surfaced in 

nianhua depictions of military technologies and the conduct of modern military powers, as well 

as in optimistic portrayals of Chinese military self-sufficiency. These “victory pictures” thus 

contributed to the anti-foreignism and to a more generalized sentiment of anti-Manchuism (i.e. 

Unable to defeat the invaders, the Manchus were proven to be incapable and illegitimate rulers.), 

and therefore bear a share of the responsibility for the eventual collapse of the Qing dynasty. 

 The cultural hybridity of the “victory pictures,” less a result of conscious effort than of 

unsystematic adaptation to new ideas and new things without radically rejecting the old cultural 

formats, also attested to the appeal of the new and the strange, the characterizing flavor of the 

urban life in Shanghai that was advertised by the lithographs in Dianshizhai Pictorial, the 

flourishing industry of fantasy novels and short stories that brought readers to the previously 

unimaginable worlds of Western submarines and Chinese ghosts, as well as the glamorous 

lifestyle of the Shanghai courtesans that broke up traditional gender norms. Innovation came not 

from the radical departure from the traditional or the copying of the Western but from ongoing 

modification and reinterpretation of Chinese cultural conventions. Shanghai nianhua provided 

readers with novel amusements of fusing fiction and news, fantasy and realism, the foreign and 

Chinese, and eventually the religious and the secular.  Nianhua artists, literati radicals and the 

Shanghai courtesans certainly lived differently just as “victory pictures” were different from war 

illustrations in Dianshizhai Pictorial, but they were similar in starting to adjust to what might be 

called Chinese modernity.  
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Conclusion 

The dissertation has traced the continuities and ruptures of Chinese popular woodblock 

printmaking industry in the Suzhou-Shanghai region during the mid-18th century throughout the 

19th century. Taking nianhua as both representatives and representations of history, I have 

demonstrated how nianhua traversed the early modern − modern transition, giving visual and 

material form to processes, events and communal attachments. I have argued that the changing 

regional historical conditions, and more importantly place-making practices and openness toward 

new pictorial techniques laid the foundation for the industry’s renewal and transformation as it 

moved from Suzhou to post-Taiping Shanghai. In Shanghai, nianhua producers actively and 

innovatively adapted to the treaty-port environment by addressing issues closely related to 

changes in local society. Shanghai replaced Suzhou as the locus of nianhua, and the focus shifted 

from city views and architectural designs to contemporary people and current events. With the 

intensification of foreign crises from the 1870s onward, China’s foreign wars became major 

subjects of nianhua representations, and the visual reach of the nianhua genre expanded from the 

immediate urban environment to the state. Therefore, nianhua was transformed from a medium 

of city-making to that of nation-making.  

Current scholarly literature defines nianhua as a static peasant tradition rigidly adhering 

to an established code of symbols and motifs. In their classic study of the iconographies of 

Chinese nianhua, Bo Songnian and David Johnson contend that “once a god’s iconography had 

been fixed, some devotees rejected any but the smallest changes in it, much as village women 

balked at changes in funeral rituals.”1 The workshop production process is also characterized as 

                                                           
1 Bo Songnian and David Johnson, Domesticated Deities and Auspicious Emblems: The Iconography of 

Everyday Life in Village China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), p.17. 
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lack of innovation – “when block carvers did have to make a new design” write Bo and Johnson, 

“they frequently relied on pattern books, which by definition preserved older styles.”2 This study 

of Suzhou-Shanghai nianhua, by contrast, has demonstrated the industry’s urban and 

cosmopolitan character, as well as its creativity and flexibility. Central to the vitality and 

continuity of the nianhua industry in this region was its engagement in place-making and 

capacity to absorb new visual knowledge. Focusing on nianhua definition of places, my 

dissertation also critiques existing conceptualizations of the vast body of visual materials now 

covered under the umbrella term nianhua. Both the objects and their representations were more 

complicated than auspicious signs and religious icons could signify. 

Scholarship on nianhua has been constrained by the availability of relevant materials. 

Extant collections of nianhua mainly date to the late-19th and early 20th centuries, and the 

folklore movements that began to account for these works are generally seen as being in the 

same trajectory with Communist propaganda art and visual culture of the 1930s to 1950s.3 

Connecting the late 19th century prints with their 18th century predecessors, my study sheds new 

light into China’s early modern-modern conditions by revealing the dynamism of Chinese 

woodblock printmaking industry, which had been actively engaged in making images of the 

“city” and involved in a globalized visual culture by the 18th century. Combining traditional 

jiehua (ruled-line) tradition with Western pictorial techniques and representational modes, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
2 Bo and Johnson 1992, p. 18. 
 
3 See especially David Holm, “Art and Ideology during the Yenan Period, 1937-1945” (PhD dissertation, 

Oxford University, 1979); Chang-tai Hung, “Two Images of Socialism: Woodcuts in Chinese Communist Politics,”  
Comparative Studies in Society and History Vol. 59, No.1 (1997): 34-60; Chang-tai Hung, “Repainting China: New 
Year Prints (Nianhua) and Peasant Resistance in the Early Years of the People's Republic,” Comparative Studies in 
Society and History, Vol. 42, No. 4 (2000): 770-810; James A. Flath, “ ‘It's a Wonderful Life’: ‘Nianhua’ and 
‘Yuefenpai’ at the Dawn of the People's Republic,” Modern Chinese Literature and Culture, Vol. 16, No. 2 (2004): 
123-59; James A. Flath, The Cult of Happiness: Nianhua, Art, and History in Rural North China (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2004), Chapter 6 “The Politics of the Popular.” 
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especially linear perspective and chiaroscuro, in representations of urban sites, Suzhou print 

artists transformed conventional rustic imagery of Suzhou into architectural designs symbolic of 

urban prosperity. Those cityscape prints catered to the merchant residents of the city, giving 

material form to their civic pride and love of their hometown as well as a general cult of wealth 

in a city ruled by commercial and mercantile spirit.  

Relocating to Shanghai during the latter half of the 19th century, nianhua innovatively 

adapted to the new urban environment, where it became increasingly occupied with the city’s 

people and sensational imagination of urban life, addressing contemporary concerns, specifically 

the demographic change with regard to a growing floating population and the urban poor, and the 

changing social status of women. The visual tone was accordingly transformed from auspicious 

projection and idealization of life (i.e. wishes for wealth and fertility) to everyday realism and 

mundane entertainment featuring the quotidian, the dramatized and even the grotesque. That, in 

turn, reflected the shifting definition of the “city”, and the modern transformation of nianhua 

itself.  

 More dramatic transformation of nianhua in late 19th century Shanghai came from its 

expansion of visual territoriality from the “city” to the “nation”, with its representation of 

frontier areas and battlefields. Almost all of China’s conflicts with Western imperialist powers 

were represented in nianhua. Depicting China as the implied victor – contrary to reality –

nianhua became a site of nation-making. Civic pride in High Qing Suzhou and sensational 

imagination of cosmopolitan Shanghai gave way to a nationalist sentiment of anti-foreignism and 

interest in militarization.  

In so doing, my study also provides an alternate view of the “Shanghai modern”. 

Previous scholarship has emphasized the importance of Western mechanical printing 
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technologies and their print commodities, while leaving Chinese woodblock printing and prints 

at the fringe of modern Chinese print culture. In fact, although its existence can be traced to an 

earlier date, the woodblock nianhua industry began to flourish in the final decades of the 19th 

century, not only in Shanghai, but also in other nianhua production centers across China, 

precisely at the time when foreign printing technologies and products began to flood the Chinese 

market, especially Shanghai.  

This study proposes that imported mechanical printing technologies, especially 

lithography, were instrumental in creating China’s modern print culture centered on journalism, 

advertising and entertainment. The pictorial component, in particular, was centralized. Images 

played a key role in defining the printing and publishing landscape of the city. That, in turn, 

promoted nianhua as an important part of Shanghai’s complex system of image-making and 

pictorial communication. Given that Chinese cultural tradition had long regarded the woodcut as 

a main conduit of visuality, and because of the lack of colored lithographic printing techniques in 

China, woodblock printmaking retained a place in the graphic print markets into the early 20th 

century. Thanks to the commodity economy and the cosmopolitan environment of Shanghai, a 

great variety of styles and pictorial techniques, both Chinese and Western, contemporary and 

past, became available to nianhua artists. Their acquisition of a globalized visual knowledge was 

facilitated, and that further promoted the ongoing modification and reinterpretation of 

conventional nianhua practices and representations to better serve a readership exposed to a 

diversity of images and communication conduits in an increasingly globalized context.   

The convergence of the expanded mass media and pictorial production system in 

Shanghai helped transform the traditional woodblock printmaking arts through the networks and 

artworks of trans-media commercial artists such as Wu Youru and Zhou Muqiao, who were able 
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to combine the traditional fine line brush methods with foreign drawing techniques to create a 

hybrid form of representations in proximity to illustrations in the pages of Western magazines. 

With nianhua’s incorporation of journalistic illustration techniques and styles, the genre became 

a disseminator of a visual knowledge, giving rise to the modern Chinese pictorial press and 

visual culture. In that way, nianhua helped shape visual literacy. 
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