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HISTORY OF GRAPHIC DESIGN 
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}  Meggs mentions Asia (mostly China)  
not in regards to the writing style,  
but to the history of graphic design 
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}  China’s major contributions at this time 
were woodblock printing and a substance 
like paper.  Writing system also developed, 
but not linked western lineage. 
}  But China (and much of Asia) had a cultural 

influence in other ways via the Silk Road and 
connecting trade routes.   

Achievements of the Han dynasty  
(206 BCE - 220 CE) 

}  “Often regarded by scholars and the ancient Chinese 
themselves as the golden era of Chinese culture, would 
have lasting effects on all who followed, particularly in the 
areas of government, law, philosophy, history, and art.  

}  The thirst for new knowledge, ambitious experimentation, 
and unstinting intellectual enquiry are hallmarks of  
Han culture. 

}  They helped, amongst other achievements, to develop the 
Silk Road trade network, invent new materials such as 
paper and glazed pottery, formulate history writing, and 
greatly improve agricultural tools, techniques, and yields.”  

https://www.ancient.eu/article/1119/achievements-of-the-han-dynasty/ 

*approximate location of present-day Beijing (top) and Shanghai (bottom)  *approximate extension of the Silk Road and spice routes *approximate stretch of the Silk Road 



8/23/19	

2	

WOODBLOCK PRINTING  * the example shown is not made of wood, but the title remains.  J 

In Woodblock Printing, the surface relief is reverse of what the cylinder is. 
Plus, the cylinder seal is not intended to print.  

}  The earliest printed text dates from 220 BCE and is of 
Chinese origin.  
}  The print was a few woodblock flowers on fragments  

of silk.  
}  The earliest example of woodblock printing on paper 

is dated in the mid-7th century CE.  
}  Later on, woodblock printing became popular for 

printing Buddhist texts and spreading the religion 
through the region. 

}  The most famous of these texts is the Diamond Sutra 
which was printed during the Tang Dynasty and dates 
back to 868 CE. 

Printing in China 

https://www.inksaver.co.za/blog/History-of-printing-part-1-woodblock-printing 

Papermaking in China 
}  Primitive paper types 

existed from the 2nd 
century BCE in China.  
 

}  The traditional date for 
the invention of more 
refined paper has been 
cited at 100-105 CE.  
 

(Image from present-day Uganda) 

https://www.ancient.eu/article/1120/paper-in-ancient-china/ 

Papermaking in China 
}  “Cumbersome bamboo  

  or wooden strips and  
  expensive silk had been  
  used for centuries as a  
  surface for writing. 

}    After much endeavor,  
  a lighter and cheaper  
  alternative had finally  
  been found in the form  
  of paper scrolls.” 

https://www.ancient.eu/article/1120/paper-in-ancient-china/ 

}  The earliest printed text dates from 220 BCE and is of 
Chinese origin.  
}  The print was a few woodblock flowers on fragments  

of silk.  
}  The earliest example of woodblock printing on paper 

is dated in the mid-7th century CE.  
}  Later on, woodblock printing became popular for 

printing Buddhist texts and spreading the religion 
through the region. 

}  The most famous of these texts is the Diamond Sutra 
which was printed during the Tang Dynasty and dates 
back to 868 CE. 

Printing in China 

https://www.inksaver.co.za/blog/History-of-printing-part-1-woodblock-printing The Diamond Sutra, 868 CE 
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}  Johann Gutenberg drew inspiration from movable type 
printing techniques and developed a letterpress printing 
system based on metal type pieces in the 1450s.  
 
…So he developed both metal type and is credited  
with the first printing press. But neither concept was  
his invention. 
 

Later Printing in Europe 

Above is an example of metal typesetting.  
Gutenberg’s Bible introduced this technique,  
but used this typeface        
that resembled scribe’s handwriting. 

Chinese Calligraphy 

}  Beautiful calligraphic 
pictogram evolving  
to script, though  
not technically a 
phonogram. 

Chinese Calligraphy 

Chinese Calligraphy 

Zhao Mengfu (趙孟頫, 1254-1322), Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368) 
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}  Remember that this course is 
concentrating on Western lineage and 
direct impact to its graphic design. 
 

}  “Asia” is the largest continent and full of 
MANY diverse cultures and people. 

https://www.ancient.eu/Indus_Valley_Civilization/ 
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}  ALSO more research into China. 
}  “China is one of the world's oldest civilized nations, 

which dates back to more than 10,000 years.  
The 5,000 years period is commonly used as the date 
when China became unified under a large empire. 

}  China alternated between periods of political  
unity and disunity at intervals, and was occasionally 
conquered by external groups of people,  
some eventually being assimilated into the  
Chinese population.” 

}  Also further study into the development of writing in  
China (and surrounding countries) is worth more 
study, but we will not cover it in this course.  

http://www.cultural-china.com/chinaWH/features/chinaoverview/HistoryofChina.html 
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}  The Indus River Valley is also worth 
research for its history and development 
of civilization and social order.  

}  “The Indus Valley Civilization was an ancient 
civilization located in what is Pakistan and northwest 
India today, on the fertile flood plain of the Indus 
River and its vicinity. Evidence of religious practices in 
this area date back approximately to 5500 BCE. 
Farming settlements began around 4000 BCE and 
around 3000 BCE there appeared the first signs of 
urbanization. By 2600 BCE, dozens of towns and cities 
had been established, and between 2500 and 2000 
BCE the Indus Valley Civilization was at its peak.” 

https://www.ancient.eu/Indus_Valley_Civilization/ 


