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According to the Chinese lunar calendar, the New Year begins on 16 February 2018. To this day 

the event is celebrated in China with a large feast. Traditionally people cleansed their homes of 

all evil influences and sought the blessings of the gods. Colourful prints featuring tutelary 

deities and divinities of good fortune play an important part in these festivities.  

Terrifying guardians kept away evil forces, honourable officials of the Department of Heaven assured 

prosperity, while a lively bunch of naughty children acted as heralds of happiness and wealth. 

Simple and cheap prints served as temporary abodes for the deities during the New Year celebrations. 

After the event the effigies were burnt and the deities sent back to the heavens, charged with good 

wishes. The rich array of gods – each one with his or her own field of responsibility – mirrors the 

people’s daily worries and hopes. 

Some of the prints show scenes from the theatre and opera and tell, as the case may be, thrilling, 

tragic or comical stories. Their job is primarily to entertain or else to provide moral guidance. 

“Wealth, Good Fortune and Longevity – Chinese New Year Prints” presents more than ninety 

woodcuts. The great majority of them were collected around 1926 and originated from different print 

shops in northern and southern China. They reflect the diversity of Chinese folk art, granting viewers a 

playful as well as charming glimpse of the lives and beliefs among the general population beyond the 

ranks of aristocracy. 

 

About the exhibition 

The exhibition with its more than ninety prints offers insight into the varied traditions around New Year 

and similar cyclical annual feasts in pre-modern China. It explains how the prints were used, decodes 

the symbols they relied on, and recounts the hilarious stories they told. 

In addition, a selection of historical photographs from the early 20th century shows how the prints 

were put into effect across towns and villages. 

Up to this day, the veneration of tutelary deities and divinities of good fortune plays an important role 

in Chinese everyday culture. The German photographer Michael Wolf created a fascinating series of 

photographs showing small, humble shrines devoted to the earth god, which stand on nearly every 

street corner in Hong Kong. A selection of photographs bearing witness to this living tradition is also 

on show in the exhibition. 

 

On the collection of New Year prints in the Museum Rietberg 

Although New Year prints were produced by the score, only few survived. They were regarded as a 

kind of ceremonial consumable. The images of tutelary deities affixed to gates and doors tended to 

wither away over the months, others were ritually consumed by fire. Chinese intellectuals did not 

consider the prints as works of art, so they were not worth collecting. 

Hence it was usually foreign travellers, merchants and missionaries who collected and brought back 

the popular prints, as keepsakes and as testimonies of a foreign culture. 



 

The great majority of folk art prints owned by the Museum Rietberg come from the collection of the 

well-known art historian Otto Fischer who served as director of the Kunstmuseum Basel from 1927 to 

1937. Otto Fischer was one of the leading specialists on Chinese art and painting of his time and one 

of the first art scholars who paid any attention to Chinese prints and folk art. His daughter Hilde Flory-

Fischer later donated the collection to the Museum Rietberg. 

 

Curatorship and research 

Alexandra von Przychowski Curator for Chinese Art at Museum Rietberg 
Alina Martimyanova Research Associate, Institute of East Asian Art History, University of Zurich  

 

 

New Year Prints in China: tradition and technique 

In the late 19th and early 20th century, the end of the year saw countless peddlers arriving in towns 

and villages all over China to sell brightly colored pictures of guardian deities and gods of good 

fortune. Printed on ordinary paper, these cheap reproductions were essentially religious supplies for 

the New Year’s festivities. Some were pinned up on doors to ward off evil spirits and left there for the 

remainder of the year, while others were set up on an altar and later ceremoniously burned. Others 

still might be folded up and carried around as a talisman.  

Workshops in various centers in both northern and southern China produced millions of prints with 

thousands of different motifs every year. There was a clear division of labor: First the designer drew 

the motif; next the carver transferred that drawing to one or more woodblocks; then the printer printed 

the black outlines and sometimes areas of color as well; and finally, in some places, the prints were 

colored with the aid of stencils and additional details brushed on by hand. 

The most famous printing centers cultivated their own, unmistakable style, which influenced the style 

of the prints produced in smaller workshops nearby. In northern China, for example, the workshops of 

Yangliuqing near Tianjin became famous for their finely drawn, lavishly detailed, and very colorful 

prints. The printing shops of Zhuxianzhen in Henan Province, by contrast, produced works with fluid 

lines and printed-on blocks of color. Another important center was the city of Suzhou, whose 

workshops frequently produced prints with complex designs and patterned backgrounds. 

From the late 1920s, more and more of these traditional printing shops were squeezed out of business 

by modern lithography studios, whose mass-produced, high-gloss prints of the gods of good fortune 

can still be seen on front doors all over China at New Year.  

 

 

The Chinese New Year 

As the most important feast of the year, New Year was celebrated by families all over China in much 

the same way. The preparations began several days in advance: The house had to be thoroughly 

cleaned to rid it of all evil and any outstanding debts had to be paid off. On the 23rd day of the last 

month, the Kitchen God was dispatched to the heavenly deities to report on what he had observed of 

family life from his niche in the kitchen. His image was therefore taken down and burned so that he 

could rise up to heaven with the smoke—though only after the family had first plied him with treats to 

sweeten him. 

On New Year’s Eve, last year’s pictures of guardian deities affixed to the outside doors and gates—

most of them by now severely weathered—were replaced with new ones to keep evil at bay in the 

coming year, too. On New Year’s Day, an altar was set up in the courtyard and piled high with 

delicious food offerings. The head of the household then placed pictures of the most important deities 

on it and begged the favor of each of them in turn. Following this ceremony, the pictures were burned 

and the deities thus sent off to heaven, while the family spent the remainder of the day feasting and 

celebrating. 



 

The third and fourth days of the year were dedicated to the God of Wealth, whose image was set up in 

every home, every workshop, and every store, and worshipped regularly throughout the year. Other, 

smaller, ceremonies were celebrated right up to the middle of the first month. 

The Chinese New Year is still set by the traditional lunisolar calendar, which divides the year into 

twelve lunar months of alternately 29 and 30 days. Every two or three years, a leap month has to be 

added to make the year fit the solar cycle again. This explains why, according to the Gregorian 

calendar, the date of the Chinese New Year varies from year to year between January 21 and 

February 21.  

 

 

Narratives prints and theatre scenes 

Not all prints had a religious background. A large number of these cheap and widely available prints 

were used for decoration, amusement, and moral education. In the 19th and early 20th century, for 

example, scenes from plays and operas were especially widespread. The Chinese opera was popular 

among rich and poor alike, and was performed not only at the imperial court, but also at festivities in 

villages and temples.  

The 18th century saw the emergence of various regional styles of opera. Hundreds of pieces were 

written, most of them based on romances, stories, and myths. What all have in common is their 

symbolic use of props and costumes, which obviated the need for stage sets. Thus a certain gait and 

whip were enough to denote riding on horseback, while armor with flags on the back identified the 

wearer as a general with a whole army of soldiers at his command; a ferryman had only to hold an oar 

and to move it in a way that evoked the rocking motion of waves. Costumes and makeup were used to 

characterize specific roles, whether it was the noble scholar wearing a mandarin’s cap, the brave 

warrior with painted face, or the—often rather base—clown with a white dot on his nose. 

Opera scenes can be depicted in one of two ways on prints: Either they show a scene being played 

out on stage by figures standing in front of an empty backdrop, or they place the characters in their 

costumes in a natural landscape or interior and furnish them with real props. 

 

 

“Small God, Big City” – Photographs by Michael Wolf 

Even today, the entrance to almost every store in Hong Kong is flanked by a shrine dedicated to the 

Earth God. His job is to watch over the business and to ensure that it flourishes. Most of these shrines 

consist of little more than a red panel bearing the words “The entrance-protecting, wealth-bringing 

Earth God” with incense sticks burning in front of it. They are small and in such a vast city easily 

overlooked. Yet they also show how naturally—almost incidentally—a traditional custom that 

originated in village life has become an integral part of the lives lived by modern city-dwellers. The 

photographer Michael Wolf has made these shrines the subject of a fascinating series of photos. 

Michael Wolf was born in Munich in 1954 and studied in Berkeley, USA, and at the Folkwang Schule 

in Essen. He has lived in Hong Kong since 1994 and his works reflect his intensive engagement with 

life in big cities in all its many facets. Wolf’s works, which won him a World Press Photo Award in both 

2005 and 2010, have been shown in numerous exhibitions and are to be found in several major 

museums. 
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