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Abstract

From the perspective of fine arts, this paper comprehensively employs methods
such as literature review, field investigation, and image analysis to explore the vis-
ual structure and spiritual connotation of Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock
New Year pictures. The research indicates that their figure styling, composition,
and color are deeply influenced by opera conventions, representing a planar trans-
lation of typical scenes. A comparison with Taohuawu and Yangliuging New Year
pictures further highlights their regional characteristics. The stable visual structure
generates spiritual connotations through long-term folk practice: on the level of
value ethics, it embodies concepts such as loyalty to the country, punishing evil,
and promoting good; on the level of regional culture, it consolidates the collective
memory of being the “center of the world” and the Central Plains heritage of “up-
holding simplicity and valuing virtue.” In modern development, the bidirectional
integration of New Year pictures and opera should be upheld, expanding their living
space through the translation of communication forms and the reshaping of ritual
contexts. The research findings are valuable for understanding the relationship be-
tween the visual language and spiritual connotations of opera-themed New Year
pictures and for promoting the protection, inheritance, and contemporary transfor-
mation of intangible cultural heritage.
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1. Historical Development and Classification of Zhuxian Town Opera Story Woodblock New

Year Pictures

1.1 Historical Development

The historical evolution of Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures can be divided into three stages.
From the Tang Dynasty to the Ming and Qing Dynasties, the imagery of door gods evolved from Shen Shu and Yu
Lei into historical figures such as Qin Qiong and Yuchi Gong, as well as mythological figures like Zhong Kui. Extant
remnants of opera-style facial makeup on door gods confirm the connection between the two traditions. Zhuxian
Town woodblock New Year pictures originated in the Tang Dynasty and flourished in the Song Dynasty. During the
Ming and Qing Dynasties, the industry reached its peak, with over 300 workshops and an average annual sales volume
exceeding one million prints. During this period, opera art became deeply integrated with the creation of New Year
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pictures, as artisans drew upon classic opera episodes, characters, and facial makeup patterns, forming an intertextual
relationship between the two art forms. From the late Qing Dynasty to the Republic of China period, social upheaval,
the silting of riverbeds due to Yellow River flooding, and the rise of railways led to the loss of the region’s transpor-
tation advantages (Ruggiero, 2022). As a result, the number of workshops sharply declined to only 22, and artistic
production came to a near standstill. Following the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the art form entered
a new phase of development. In 1961, the Kaifeng New Year Picture Society was established. After the reform and
opening up, salvage and preservation efforts were carried out. In 2005, Zhuxian Town woodblock New Year pictures
were inscribed on the first batch of the National Intangible Cultural Heritage List. With policy support, the traditional
craft has undergone a modern transformation. However, due to the decline of traditional opera and changes in modern
folk customs, opera-story New Year pictures have not yet gained widespread public attention.

1.2 Thematic Sources and Classification of Opera Story Woodblock New Year Pictures

1.2.1 Historical Legends

Among Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures, historical legend themes occupy an important
position. Henan Province is rich in opera resources, and coupled with Zhuxian Town’s convenient transportation, the
flourishing of opera deeply influenced the creation of woodblock New Year pictures. This category of New Year
pictures draws from well-known historical stories, with themes from the Three Kingdoms period, as well as stories
of Yue Fei and the Yang Family Generals, being particularly common, exhibiting distinct artistic characteristics. New
Year pictures based on Three Kingdoms themes often center on figures from the Shu Han state, such as The Dragon
and Phoenix Bring Prosperity, Return to Jingzhou, The Oath of the Peach Garden, and The Battle of Changban Slope
(Ngoc, 2024). These works feature vivid character portrayals and smooth, concise lines. New Year pictures featuring
Yue Fei and the Yang Family Generals are closely related to Zhuxian Town’s regional context as an ancient battle-
field. Works such as The Great Victory at Zhuxian Town, The Eight Hammers, and Yang Zongbao’s Fierce Battle
with the Liao General recreate images of loyalty and bravery, often presenting static combat scenes that embody the
principle of “motionless control over motion.” Additionally, historical figures such as Li Cunxiao, Jiang Ziya, Zhao
Kuangyin, and Dou Erdun frequently appear. While showcasing the artistic beauty of lines and composition, histor-
ical legend New Year pictures also convey a profound sense of historical atmosphere.

1.2.2 Mythological Stories

Mythological story woodblock New Year pictures interpret classic myths through a unique artistic language, carrying
folk beliefs and auspicious wishes while possessing both external and internal aesthetic qualities. This type of New
Year picture is mainly reflected in two aspects. The first is the direct expression of aspirations for life, exemplified
by Liu Hai Playing with a Toad, which features vibrant colors, bold lines, and a full composition. Elements such as
a boy, a golden toad, and immortal peaches symbolize wealth and longevity, earning this piece recognition as a
pinnacle of Zhuxian Town woodblock New Year pictures (Lindsay, 2025). The second aspect involves depicting
mythological tales spanning heaven and earth, such as themes from Journey to the West and The Battle of Chentang
Pass. These works exhibit distinct, fluid lines, emphasizing the depiction of action and detailed treatment. Through
the directional quality of lines—such as those depicting the Red Armillary Sash—they enhance the ethereal sense of
figures blending with nature.

1.2.3 Social Ethics

Zhuxian Town woodblock New Year pictures with social ethics themes transform the moralizing function of opera
and Confucian ethical norms into visual narratives. Through works such as Third Madam Teaches Her Son, Five
Sons Achieve Official Rank, and Judge Bao Solves a Case, they convey values of condemning evil and promoting
good, as well as self-cultivation. Due to the need to incorporate rich elements within a limited space, this category of
New Year pictures developed artistic characteristics of bold lines and complex compositions. Third Madam Teaches
Her Son selects the core scene of “cutting the loom to admonish her son,” depicting Third Madam cutting the loom
fabric while her young son kneels before her, accompanied by the inclusion of lyrics, to convey the moral that inter-
rupting one’s studies is like cutting silk fabric. Five Sons Achieve Official Rank employs a compact, symmetrical
composition, with lines that open and close broadly where figures overlap, appearing bold and natural (Costa, 2024).
This work tells the story of Dou Yujun educating his sons to achieve success, representing a visual presentation of
Confucian ethics.
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2. Artistic Expression of Zhuxian Town Opera Story Woodblock New Year Pictures
2.1 Visual Transformation from Opera Symbols to Image Symbols

The visual characteristics of Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures are centrally embodied in the
systematic planar translation of opera stage conventions (Agel, 2021). In terms of character modeling, the New Year
pictures employ typified modeling based on the opera role-type system: Sheng and Dan figures are rendered with
dignified and standardized appearances, featuring simplified drapery with rthythmic quality; Jing and Chou roles are
accentuated through exaggerated proportions, distinct color blocks, and decorative patterns to enhance visual recog-
nition. For instance, Jiang Ziya’s facial lines in King Wen Visits the Worthy closely correspond to the facial makeup
patterns of Henan Opera, reflecting the adaptive translation of role-type modeling into planar imagery.

In terms of movement representation, the New Year pictures commonly employ exaggerated treatments of con-
ventional opera movements, capturing typical poses such as the liangxiang (striking a pose), zoubian (stealthy walk-
ing along the stage perimeter), and bietui dun (bending with crossed legs) as freeze-frame moments. Works such as
Stealing the Alliance List, Capturing Dou Erdun, and The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, respectively, feature these
movement types, allowing static images to retain the rhythmic quality and narrative directionality of opera perfor-
mance.

Regarding the decorative translation of costumes and facial makeup, elements of opera costumes such as kaoqi
(back flags) and lingzi (feathered headgear) are accentuated into visual symbols with directionality and tension. Alt-
hough these elements lose their dynamic movement, they still evoke a sense of motion. Facial makeup displays char-
acteristics that are highly similar to opera makeup yet exhibit certain variations. For example, in Capturing Luo Sihu,
the eyebrow and eye patterns align with those in opera while featuring localized exaggerations; in Exchanging Belts
with Hammers, Zhao Kuangyin’s “six-tenths face” makeup shows varied eyebrow colors in the New Year picture
version, with the overall approach featuring a simplified “cross-shaped door” pattern. These treatments not only
accommodate the technical conditions of woodblock carving and printing but also ensure that the typified and stylized
presentation of figures maintains a high degree of recognizability, collectively constituting the distinctive artistic
characteristics of opera story New Year pictures.

2.2 Compression from Opera Space to Planar Space

The compositional approach of Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures distinctly reflects the visual
logic of opera stage direction. Rather than aiming to reproduce realistic space, they translate opera stage devices such
as entrances, exits, positioning, and body coordination into a flat visual structure. Primary figures are placed at the
center or along the compositional axis, with secondary figures arranged around them, forming a centralized compo-
sition (Ngoc, 2023). Typical stage directions, such as meetings and confrontations, are presented through facing
stances or symmetrical arrangements, while background depiction is minimized. For instance, the meeting scene in
King Wen Visits the Worthy and the confrontational composition in Capturing Luo Sihu compress dynamic perfor-
mance space into static planes. In terms of character positioning relationships, the New Year pictures incorporate the
stage positioning conventions of opera. Relationships between ruler and minister or master and servant are depicted
with the ruler or master positioned in front, and the minister or servant standing behind or to the side. Equal relation-
ships are mostly represented through side-by-side positioning. Antagonistic relationships are shown through left-
right confrontation or diagonal counterpoint. For example, in The Wei River, King Wen of Zhou occupies the fore-
most central position, while Jiang Taigong is positioned at the “Nine-Dragon Mouth” stage position. Capturing a
Branch of Orchid exhibits a clear diagonal counterpoint arrangement. In the treatment of performance scenes, the
New Year pictures commonly employ a “freeze-frame” expression, selecting key moments of greatest relational
tension and most symbolic action for recomposition. King Wen Visits the Worthy freezes the core moment of “Jiang
Taigong fishing,” transforming temporal performance into spatial imagery. Together with character modeling and
positioning order, these elements constitute the distinctive artistic characteristics of this category of opera story New
Year pictures.

3. Spiritual Connotation of Zhuxian Town Opera Story Woodblock New Year Pictures
3.1 Presentation of Value Ethics in Zhuxian Town Opera Story New Year Pictures

Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures present value ethics through a mechanism of “synesthesia,”
internalizing static visual images into profound spiritual experiences. At the level of loyalty and devotion to the nation,
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works such as The Battle of Changban Slope and Nine Dragon Mountain exemplify this through exaggerated treat-
ment of opera convention elements like kaoqi (back flags) and Lingzi (feathered headgear), combined with stage
confrontation arrangements, highlighting the heroic and valiant images of figures like Zhao Yun and Yue Yun,
thereby conveying the spirit of loyalty and righteousness. At the level of universal values in folk narrative, the New
Year pictures present multiple ethical concepts through the freeze-frame expression of typical scenes. In terms of
condemning evil and promoting good, Shen Wansan’s Treasure Basin emphasizes the causal logic of “good deeds
bring good rewards” through its visual focus. Regarding care for the young and respect for the elderly, Third Madam
Teaches Her Son employs a clear structural relationship of teaching and learning to convey the ethical understanding
of “accumulating good deeds and the extension of cause and effect.” In terms of honoring the virtuous and recom-
mending the worthy, The Wei River establishes the value orientation of “valuing virtue brings worthy individuals,
and obtaining worthy individuals leads to good governance” through its interaction pattern of “respecting the virtuous
and humbly seeking the wise.” Additionally, the New Year pictures express the sense of security embodied in folk
beliefs through door god imagery (Herron, 2021). Works such as Liu Hai Playing with a Toad employ rounded
compositions and symbols like immortal peaches and golden toads to convey expectations of happiness through
auspicious blessings.

3.2 Regional Cultural Characteristics of the Spiritual Connotation of Zhuxian Town Opera Story New
Year Pictures

The spiritual connotation of Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures exhibits distinct regional cul-
tural characteristics. First, as a carrier of collective memory as the “center of the world,” these New Year pictures
embody the sense of crisis and the feelings of family and country that emerged from the Central Plains region’s
experience of repeated wars. The themes predominantly focus on local heroic epics such as the Yue Family Army
and the Yang Family Generals, reflecting a clear concept of orthodox legitimacy and the defense of ethical principles.
Second, at the level of collective aesthetics characterized by “grandeur, centrality, and uprightness,” the New Year
pictures present aesthetic qualities of grandeur, simplicity, and robustness that stand in stark contrast to the delicate
styles of Jiangnan. This is achieved through bold lines, vibrant primary colors, symmetrical and stable compositions,
and exaggerated proportion of a ‘large head and small body’.” Third, the New Year pictures embody the Central
Plains heritage of “upholding simplicity and valuing virtue.” They predominantly employ primary colors, feature
minimalistic backgrounds, and adopt full and compact compositions. These characteristics reflect the Henan people’s
values of being pragmatic and action-oriented while shunning superficial ostentation. The use of bold lines and vi-
brant colors directly manifests the straightforward and candid nature of the Central Plains people, along with their
clear-cut expressions of love and hate.

3.3 The Reshaping Expression of Cultural Symbols

Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures have, through long-term social practice, coalesced into a
cultural symbol system that embodies regional history, ethical concepts, and aesthetic characteristics. As their func-
tion in festival customs has weakened, they have entered public cultural spaces such as museums and academic
publications as “intangible cultural heritage visual symbols.” Through their highly stylized opera character imagery,
they assume the function of identity markers, becoming an important medium that connects individual experience
with collective memory and constructs contemporary cultural identity (Lu, 2025). At the same time, this category of
New Year pictures deeply resonates with national policies promoting Chinese civilization. Their rich cultural conno-
tations align with the strategy of cultural confidence. The patriotic themes they contain, such as the Yue Family Army
and the Yang Family Generals, can serve patriotic education. Their moral education function also corresponds to the
requirements of spiritual civilization construction and rural civility development, making them an important carrier
for implementing national policies.

4. Conclusion

Zhuxian Town opera story woodblock New Year pictures encompass a rich variety of types, including historical
legends, mythological stories, and social ethics themes. They draw from opera narratives while incorporating adap-
tations suited to the New Year picture form. The craft is centered on woodblock carving, characterized by exaggerated
lines and vibrant colors. Artistically, the compositions exhibit dramatic tension, with character portrayals featuring
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stylized facial makeup. In comparison with the delicate realism of Taohuawu and the grand narratives of Yangliuqing,
these works highlight a regional style marked by boldness and fullness. These pieces embody the cultural character-
istics and traditional values of the Central Plains, serving important folk functions. In light of current challenges, it
is necessary to innovate transmission pathways and talent cultivation models, focus efforts on reshaping forms and
contexts, and keep pace with contemporary aesthetic trends, so as to maintain their enduring vitality.
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