
Blue CaliCo

Revised by Laura Burian

By Wu Yuanxin

Translated by Wang Marn-Ling



XANADU PUBLISHING LTD
North Weald, Tylers Green, Epping, Essex, CM16 6RZ.

First published 2014 by Jiangsu Fine Arts Publishing House
English translation published 2014 by Xanadu Publishing Ltd

Copyright c 2014 by Xanadu Publishing Ltd
ISBN 978-1-78459-011-6

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
 stored in a retrieval system,

or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Printed in China
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2



 The History of Blue Calico 1

1. The Origin and Development of Blue Calico 1

2. The Development of Blue Calico in Nantong 21

 The Art of Blue Calico Printing and Dyeing  33

1. The Tools for Making Blue Calico 34

2.  The Printing and Dyeing Arts of Blue Calico 42

 The Art of Nantong Blue Calico Designs  56

1. The Artistic Characteristics of Blue Calico 56

2. Commonly Used Themes in Blue Calico Patterns  63

3.  The Cultural Connotations of Blue Calico

     Decorative Patterns  93

  The Traditional Applications of Blue Calico

   and Related Folklore 97

1. Blue Calico Varieties and Traditional Applications 97

CONTENTS



2. Blue Calico and Nantong Folk Customs 125

  Folk Legends Associated with Jiangsu Blue

   Calico  136

1.  The Legends of Textile Dyeing Arts 137

2.  The Legends of the Two Dyeing Vat Immortals – 

    Ge and Mei 140

  The Preservation and Heritage of Jiangsu 

    Nantong Blue Calico  147

1.  The Inheritance of Nantong Blue Calico Heritage 147

2.  The Legacy of Nantong Blue Calico 155

  Modern Applications of Nantong Blue Calico  169

1.  Innovations in Nantong Blue Calico 169

2.  The Modern Applications of Nantong Blue Calico 178

  Conclusion 206



The History of Blue Calico

1. The Origin and Development of Blue 
Calico

According to extant historical records, blue calico 
originated in Anting, a town located in Jiading, 

Jiangsu Province during the reign of Jiading era of the 
Song Dynasty (1208 -1224 CE). (Today, the area of 
Jiading is in Shanghai.) From its humble beginnings in 
the Jiangnan region (lands immediately to the south of the 
lower reaches of the Yangtze River) during the Southern 
Song Dynasty, the printing and dyeing arts of blue calico 
gradually replaced other dyeing techniques and quickly 
spread from there to the North, and then from Suzhou 
and Nantong to other areas all over Jiangsu Province due 
to the easy access to materials, the simple production 
process, and the versatile patterns. Blue calico became 
the mainstream. Nantong, as the center of the production, 
supplied not just for the local areas but also for other 
regions. The craftsmanship of printing and dyeing started 
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to extend its impact from Jiangsu Province throughout the 
whole country.

Blue calico workshops were established in Zhejiang, 
Shandong, Hunan, Hubei and Anhui Provinces as well 
as in the Northeastern part of China. The artists in each 
region injected their local aesthetic elements into their 
blue calicoes, which resulted in a plethora of different 

The making of cinnabar in ancient times (small)
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Ancient people using mineral 
pigment for cloth dyeing

styles of patterns.
what the blue calico was 

called varied from place 
to place. It was known as 
“Yaoban cloth” (Herbal-dot 
cloth) in Jiangsu, “Mahua 
cloth” (Twisted pattern cloth) 
in the Northeastern part 
of China, “Douran cloth” 
(Soy-dyed cloth) in Hubei 
Province due to the added of 
soy bean powder, “Xingran” 
(Engraved plate dye) in 
Fujian Province because 
of the carving pattern, and 
“Maotihua cloth” (Cat paw 
pattern cloth), a name still in 
use today in the Shandong 
Province. Some other places 
called the blue printed cloth 
“Suyin” (Jiangsu print), and 
the name of “the Plain blue 
cloth” was once used in 
Nantong due to its simplicity 
and unsophisticated blue 
color. 

Nantong has been using 
soybean powder and lime 
to make dye resistant agents 
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and blue grass to make indigo dyes since the Ming 
dynasty. The traditional printing and dyeing techniques 
are still in use in Nantong, the only place in China that 
has continuously preserved the heritage of this superb 
artistry. In 2006, with the approval of the State Council, 
the Ministry of Culture listed the printing and dyeing 
technique of Nantong blue calico in the first batch of the 
national intangible cultural heritage list. Nantong was also 
awarded the honor of “The Home of Chinese Blue Calico” 
by the Chinese Folk Literature and Art Society due to its 
outstanding accomplishments in the collection, research, 
heritage, innovation, and preservation of blue calico. 
These awards clearly demonstrate Nantong is recognized 
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Illustration of ancient indigo blue production

for its adherence to tradition. The emergence and 
development of blue calico has been influenced by other 
traditional printing and dyeing techniques. Specifically, 
the rise and development of the craftsmanship has been 
closely tied to the maturity of dye-making techniques, 
the dissemination of cotton weaving techniques, and the 
development of pattern molds.

A. The Development of the Dyeing Application 
of Indigo Blue

The practice of using the natural dyes for dyeing 
can be traced back to ancient times. The cave men of 
Zhoukoudian in Beijing started to paint their caves with 
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red iron oxide pigments hundreds of thousands of years 
ago. During the Neolithic Age, our ancestors had already 
discovered how to smear various mineral pigments, such 
as ocher yellow, realgar, cinnabar, and huangdan (yellow 
lead) on woven materials. The ancient tribal people living 
in the Qaidam Basin of Qinghai Province were able to 
dye woolen yarns into yellow, red, brown and blue, and 
weace multi-colored fabrics. Forty-five hundred years 
ago, during the Yellow Emperor era, people also knew 
how to use plant sap for dyeing. It is obvious then that 
China is the first country in the world to use plant dyes on 
fabrics.

The history of using blue grass to extract indigo for 
dyeing goes back very far. Before the Spring and Autumn 
period, people were not aware of oxidation as a dyeing 
principle. They would soak the shredded blue grasses in 
water during the blue grass harvest time, and then quickly 
use the blue water for dyeing. If they kept the blue water 
too long, the indigo would be sedimental, rendering 
dyeing impossible. Therefore, in order to utilize the blue 
water efficiently, the dyeing artisans were fairly busy 
during the blue grass harvest season. They had to work 
day and night near the dyeing vats. 

During the Spring and Autumn period, the dyeing 
arts gradually matured, and through exploration, the 
dyeing craftsmen discovered a new way to make indigo 
and perform dyeing. They placed the newly blue grass 
into a pit, injected water, and then fully immersed the 
grass in the water by pressing a piece of wood or a rock 
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on the surface of the grass. If the weather was hot, the 
fermentation would be one night; if it was cold, it would 
be two nights. After fermentation, the water was filtered, 
and then limewater was added so that it constituted 5% of 
the mix. At this point, the water had to be stirred quickly 
by a stick. After the sediments formed, the clear water on 
the top would be drained. The indigo would thus become 
thickened. When it was time for dyeing, one just needed 
to add limewater into the indigo dye first, and then 
alcohol or distiller’s grains several times for fermentation. 
When the dyeing water was ready, the dyeing process 
could begin. Through oxidation and repeated dyeing, the 
color of blue would become darker and darker. Although 
this kind of technique for preparing and using the dyes 
might have some shortcomings in terms of timing and 
ingredient proportions, the dyeing principle used here was 
consistent with the one in modern times. This was the 
earliest technique for making indigo dye in the world.

During the late Warring States period, the great 
thinker Xunzi witnessed how the pigment of blue grass 
changed during the dyeing process – a piece of white 
cloth soaked in a dye vat and then left out in the air 
for oxidation would change from yellow to green, and 
then from green to blue. The blue color, after repeated 
dyeing and oxidation, would then turn into indigo blue. 
Xuzi’s famous saying, “the indigo blue is extracted from 
indigo plant, but it is bluer than the plant itself” was 
conceptualized from this phenomenon. Today, the saying 
is used to describe the  pupil surpassing the master. 
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Blue grass is the main dyeing ingredient for blue 
calico. Based on the families and genera as well as the 
growth environment, blue grasses have been divided into 
the following four categories: Liaolan (indigo plant) of 
the polygonaceae(knotweed) family, Mulan (acanthaceous 
indigo) of the acanthus family, Malan (indigo) of the 
legume family, and Songlan (cruciferous cabbage indigo) 
of the cruciferae (cabbage) family. Jiangsu Province 
is famous for its abundant liaolan plants.Zhengjiang, 
Fujian, Yuannan and Guizhou are suitable for malan (also 
known as shanlan). Shandong and Hubei are suitable for 
liaolan and songlan. Taiwan mainly fits mulan and malan 
(shanlan). During the Eastern Han Dynasty (25–220 CE), 
the malan plant was an important economic crop in the 
northern part of China. Indigo blue is mainly used for the 

Liaolan (indigo plant)
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pure blue color dyeing, but it can also be used for batik, 
tie-dye, and double-layered dye. 

Blue grass became the main source for indigo dye 
in ancient times due to the ease of growing the plant 
over a large area and the color fastness of the dye. The 
development of cotton textile industry during the Yuan 
Dynasty (1279-1368 CE) 
promoted the application of 
indigo blue in cotton textiles. 
A c c o r d i n g  t o  r e c o r d s , 
during the Ming Dynasty, 
the growth of blue grass 
was prevalent everywhere 
in China. In some areas, the 
plant had even become the 
main economic crop. 
During the Ming and Songlan (cruciferous cabbage indigo)

Shanlan (strobilanthes cusia) Mulan (indigo)
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Qing Dynasties, China’s technologies for dye application 
were quite developed and dye houses were large in scale.
Before the invention of the Perrotine printing method in 
1834, China had the most developed hand-made printing 
and dyeing techniques in the world. The mass growth of 
indigo plants had not only provided an ample source of 
dyes, but also promoted the development of Chinese blue 
calico.

B. The Spread of Cotton Weaving and 
Spinning Skills 

The spread of hand-loomed cotton cloth laid a 
foundation for the development of blue calico arts. Since 
ancient times, aristocrats all wore brightly colored silk 
qarments, and even if they wore linen clothes, it would 
be made of the finest hempen fibers. In contrast, ordinary 
people could only wear very coarse “hemp garments,”for 
which the printing and dyeing techniques were simple, 
and the colors monotonous. Starting from the Song 
and Yuan Dynasties, cotton planting and weaving 
technologies spread from the borderland to the Central 
Plains, and then became popular national wide during the 
Ming and Qing Dynasties. The cotton products were well 
received by the public. Through the process of printing 
and dyeing on the cotton fabric, printing technologies 
became commonplace. The patterns printed were no 
longer bound to set rules. Instead, they became more 
versatile along with the development of people’s aesthetic 
interests.
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During the Yuan Dynasty, with the expansion 
of cotton growth, the home-spun textile industry in 
the Central Plains matured and underwent a steady 
development. Huang Daopo, a woman who introduced 
great innovations to the textile technology, made 

Cotton
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outstanding contributions to these trends. She lived in 
Jiangsu during the late Song Dynasty and early Yuan 
Dynasty. Stricken by poverty, her parents sold her to 
a rich family as a child bride. Unable to endure the 
inhumane torture from her husband’s family, she escaped 
from the house and hid herself in a boat mooring the 
Huang Pu River. Later, she sailed on the boat to Yazhou, 
a place to the south of Hainan Island, which is known 
as Ya County in Hainan today. The main inhabitants 
on Hainan Island were the Li minority, whose cotton 
weaving techniques were relatively advanced. Huang 

Fluffing cotton
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Daopo was a smart and diligent girl who quickly acquired 
weaving skills from the Li people. Combining the skills 
she learned here along with the best of the weaving 
techniques employed by the Han Chinese people, she 
gradually became an outstanding textile maker and 
popular among the local people. However, she never lost 
a sense of nostalgia for her hometown - she missed her 
birth place dearly!    

Thus after living with the Li minority for nearly thirty 
years, Huang Daopo returned to her hometown, where she 
saw that the cotton-growing industry had flourished and 
was widespread along the Yangtze River, but the weaving 
techniques were outdated. 

She openly and unreservedly shared her several 
decades of weaving experience and passed her superb 
textile techniques on to her people. In the meantime, she 

Warp
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also invented a new loom and made improvements to 
the weaving tools for cotton production, which greatly 
increased the efficiency of textile manufacturing. Though 
Huang Daopo passed away a few years after her return to 
her hometown, she left a legacy of tremendous influence 
for the rapid development of the cotton weaving industry 
in Jiangsu and Zhejiang Provinces. Due to its unique 
geographical conditions, the Nantong region in Jiangsu 
Province produced a large amount of high-quality cotton, 
and thus became the collecting and distributing hub for 
cotton products in the mid-Ming Dynasty. Every farming 
household in this region was engaged in cotton producing 
as a sideline, and the products they made not only met the 
demands of daily life, but were also sold to all over the 
country as well as Japan. 

Warp
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C. The Evolution of Dye Resistant Printing

China has a long history of dye resistant printing. 
During the Shang (ca. 1600-1050 BCE) and Zhou (ca. 
1046-256 BCE) Dynasties, the ancient printing arts 
mainly involved in embroidered painting and direct 
printing. The complexity of the work was destined to fail 
to meet the people’s increasing demands in daily life. Due 
to the popularity of engraving stamps and stone tablets 
during the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring 
States era, engraving technologies developed steadily, 
which had also paved a path for the development of the 
traditional block patterned printing. The increase in the 
number of dye colors and the high demands for repetitious 
patterns further spawned a new generation of printing and 
dyeing techniques – block patterned printing technology. 
After that, hand painting was replaced by simple relief 
printing and open-carving printing, signifying the true 
birth of the printing and dyeing arts. 

With the development of engraved plates, people 
creatively combined the wax printing techniques with 
the use of relief plates; they applied wax on the plate 
instead of hand painted wax. This technique improved 
the efficiency of printing, and thus met the people’s 
daily needs for printed textiles. Unearthed batik silk with 
white dots on a blue background from the Xiliang period 
(400 - 421 CE) along with cotton cloth pieces with white 
patterns on a blue background unearthed in the ruins of 
an ancient town of Xinjiang Province from the Northern 
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Rubbing plate

Ancient hand-painted woven material (small)
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Dark-red gauze with color-printed designs
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Dynasty (386-581 CE) all employed the technique of 
applying wax onto a thin engraved wooden block – a 
prototype of woodblock printing which excluded dye 
from part of the textile.

Cut-out pattern wood block

Cloth pieces with white pattern and blue background, unearthed in 
Northern Dynasty ruins in Yutian of Xinjiang Province
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Wood block from the south of Zhejiang province

The open-carving printing plate gradually came into 
widespread use in woodblock dyeing and printing during 
the Sui (581-618 CE) and Tang (618-906 CE) Dynasties. 
Initially, the patterns were geometrical, but were later 
inspired by plants, flowers, animals and human figures.
This technique placed limitations upon the patterns 
that could be used because cutting the patterns on the 
wooden blocks was complicated and time consuming; the 
patterns were rough and easily became misshapen, and 
the color easily leaked through. Additionally, there was 
a government ban on common people using woodblocks 
for printing during the Song Dynasty, which sped up 
the emergence of a dye-resistant paper mold printing 
industry. During the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-
1279 CE), the folk artists in the area of Jiading, Jiangsu 
Province increased their handmade printing efficiency 

19

The History of Blue Calico



20

Blue Calico

Blue calico paper mold



by using the technique of dye-resistant printing with 
coated paper molds; they used persimmon glue first, and 
then carved the patterns, scraped the dye-resistant agent 
onto the cloth, and finally, printed. Thus the paper mold 
gradually replaced the wooden plate for printing and 
dyeing the “Yaoban Calico”, which is now known as blue 
calico. In order to enrich the patterns used on blue calico, 
folk artists borrowed other traditional artistic designs 
from embroidery, paper cuts, and carving and transformed 
them into unique artistic expressions on blue calico. With 
the maturity of this dye-resistant printing technique, blue 
calico gradually became the mainstream in the region of 
the Central Plains. 

2. The Development of Blue Calico in 
Nantong

Nantong is situated in the north of the Yangtze River 
Delta. During the Tang Dynasty, Nantong was a shoal at 
the mouth of the Yangtze River. The soil along the river, 
thanks to the scrubbing it had received from the river 
water, was suitable for planting wheat and rice. This large 
area next to the sea had relatively new land formations, of 
which the soil contained much salt, but with the farmers’ 
constant effort to improve it, this area was especially 
suitable for planting cotton and cereal crops. Historically, 
Nantong was known for manufacturing “Nantong 
Xiaobu” (Nantong small-sized cloth). As early as the late 
Yuan and early Ming Dynasty, Nantong had imported 
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cotton-planting techniques 
from the southern region of 
Jiangsu Province across the 
river. After the Yuan and 
Ming Dynasties, with the 
extensive planting of cotton, 
virtually every household in 
Nantong had a cotton loom 
for garment weaving as a 
sideline business. The final 
products were beautiful and 
exquisite. The rise of cotton 
planting and the continuous 
improvement of weaving 
t e c h n i q u e s  e n s u r e d  t h e 
development of Nantong blue 
calico. 

The development of the 
cotton textile industry during 
the late Yuan and early Ming 
Dynasties helped to promote 
the techniques used in the folk 
art cloth dyeing business. The 
dyes used then were mainly 
blue; black and red colors 
came second. They were all 
natural dyes. Of all colors, 
indigo blue was indeed the 
most popular blue color. Cotton fluffing tool
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Hand-rolling cotton tool

According to historical records, Nantong produced indigo 
blue dye during the Ming Dynasty, with the demand for the 
dye coming not just from the dye houses, but also from 
individual cotton weavers and farmers. It is said that by 
the end of Ming Dynasty, Nantong had indigo dye shops, 
established for sole purpose of selling dyes. Indigo dye 
was deemed as one of the main tributes for the imperial 
court. Despite all these early activities, the real formation 
of dye business was at the end of Qing Dynasty. Though 
it only lasted about forty or fifty years, the economic 
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status of the dyeing industry was rather high. If the textile 
industry was labeled as first class, the dye industry could 
claim the second place. One of the main reasons for the 
fast development of the dye industry was the extensive 
use of Nantong hand-made cloth in people’s daily lives. 

There used to be several workshops over a hundred 
years old in some towns of Nantong, and the indigo dyes 
they used were from Rugao and the surrounding villages. 
Back in the time in Rugao and Shizhuang, there were 
some farmers who specialized in planting blue grass. 
After harvest, the blue grass was immediately made into 
“indigo blue”. When the lunar July and August arrived, 
the indigo blue dyes would be sold and shipped to dye 
houses everywhere. Chen Yutian, an old man from 
Rengang village in Nantong, recalled that his relatives 
in his grandparents’ generation were blue grass and 
vegetable growers, and every lunar February they would 
plant blue grass with two harvests a year, first in lunar 
May and second in July. During harvest time, Chen 

Spindle and pirn
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Hand-cranked wooden spinning wheel
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Yutian would call upon relatives and friends to help for 
their best production of indigo blue. They had to get up 
at three o’clock in the morning to harvest all of the crops 
before sun rose, and then bound the blue grass into small 
bundles. With the roots upward, the blue grasses were 
placed into one-meter-deep pits filled with water. When 
the liquid turned blue, the plants were taken out of the pit, 
and then the right amount of lime would be added for the 
formation of blue indigo sediments. After the extra water 
was channeled out from the pit, the indigo blue would 
finally form a lump of mud which was then put into a 
clay-made jar to be saved for self-use or to be sold to 
nearby dye houses.

Thread winding wheel (supply reel)
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Pulley shuttle

The method Chen Yutian described for making 
indigo blue is consistent with the techniques found in 
historical records. The cloth dyed by indigo blue was 
called “qingbu,” indicating dark blue cloth. There was 
another kind of blue that was lighter, and was known as 
“moon white color.” Its tone hues were determined by 
the fregrency it was dipped into the vat; the more times 
it was dipped, the darker the color was. The techniques 
for making indigo blue during this period were very 
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Hand shuttled wooden loom
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widespread in Nantong, and a certain level of productivity 
and scale of sales were established, all of which 
contributed to the development of blue calico in Nantong. 

The extensive use of blue calico among ordinary 
people in Jiangsu also gave rise to a team of people 
engaged in another business known as “Yinhua Dan” 
(printed flower pole). These people carried two baskets on 
the two sides of a shoulder pole, one basket with a variety 
of pattern plates and tools, and the other with beans and 
lime powder. They did not do the dyeing, but walked 
into different villages and towns to provide their service 
of applying lime coating onto the pattern plates favored 
by rural customers. In order to maintain their clientele, 
they constantly renewed the designs. According to an 
old master in Qidong of Huilong town, during the late 
Qing Dynasty, almost one hundred people were engaged 
in the “Yinhua Dan” business in the Nantong area. The 
convenient door-to-door service was well received by 
farm people. This is also the reason that the tung oil-
made paper molds are still in use today in Nantong. In 
order to save dyeing expenses they would spend if they 
used the services of dyeing workshops, farm people 
and families with moderate incomes used the service 
provided by “Yinhua Dan”; they dyed their own cloth, 
and then sewed it on to quilt covers, cloth wrappers, etc. 
At that time, most families in Nantong had mastered the 
dyeing techniques, and the color they made was close 
to or matched the standard held by famous dye houses. 
However, there were also some families that were not 
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Warp

Arranging warp



Spinning

Weaving cloth



very skilled at formulating dyes, so their dyes were not 
colorfast and the patterns on their cloths became fuzzy 
and unclear. It is thus evident that the dyeing technique of 
blue calico can directly affect the level of color fastness. 

Nantong blue calico’s adoption of hollowed-out plate 
printing and resistant dyeing was very popular due to its 
easy operation and simple technique. It also brought out 
the popularity of plate making workshops and “Yinhua 
Dan” business in Nantong. The home-woven garments 
and blue grass planting provided a very favorable 
environment for the popularity and development of 
Nantong blue calico.
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