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Harnessing a Visual Language

To confront the work of Han Mengyun is to grap-
ple with the imprinted endurance of many Asias
from her histories to potential futures. Chinese in
origin, Mengyun brings her wide-ranging training
from Sanskrit and Persian literatures to Islamic and
South Asian art to bear in her practice. By untan-
gling these diverse strands, she frequently turns to
the transcultural valences of block printing in the
process of harnessing her own visual language.
Consider the archive tables in the exhibition What
Migrates Shall Remain, which unfolds like an
Persian album (muragqa ‘) and showcases images
that inspire Mengyun— from the Mughal stenciled
borders to the scrolling flowers adorning Jain
manuscripts.

In 25 Rules of Grammar (2022) Mengyun plays
with a variety of woodblock patterns that she
started collecting in Jaipur in 2020. Never perfect-
ly transferred, she signals an anxiety of working
with serialized patterns that are now dislocated
from their makers. Through each impression she
redevelops a “grammar of ornament,” to borrow

a phrase from Owen Jones who once collapsed
the visual languages found in the famous London
Crystal Palace exhibition of 1851. With Materia
Medica #3 (2024), she magnifies the woodblock
and riffs on its pattern with a realistically rendered
monumental plant painted in green. Again, she
draws attention to the uncertainty of claiming the
print as her own while at the same time exalting its
survival.
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Histories of Trans-Asian Block Printing

Mengyun’s collection of carved woodblocks fea-
tures the work of craftsmen from India and across
Asia. Although the oeuvres of a few contempo-
rary woodblock carvers such as Maneklal Gajjar
(1928-2012) have received recognition, these
woodblocks, often in fragments, index the sur-
vival of numerous widespread works of unnamed
artists. Fashion houses in South Asia and beyond
have also appropriated the “craft” knowledge of
wood block printed textiles—such as, the ajrakh
work of Kutch, Gujarat— to earn massive returns.
Such mass-produced textiles have even acquired
a significant political prestige in contemporary
Pakistan. In turn, Mengyun documents her archive
of woodblocks to map out the visual languages

to which they provide access. Increasingly, she is
drawn to the similarities between blocks made in
South Asia and for the Uyghur community.

Indeed, there are several competing narratives of
the history of block printing in Asia. In China,
printing on paper commenced in the middle of the
first millennium CE, and proto-printing techniques,
such as potters who stamped patterns into clay,
have existed since at least the Neolithic period.
According to Lothar Ledderose, the prevalence

of these serialized technologies in China was “a
triumph of modular thought,” that is, the knowl-
edge of making an object based on a duplicatable
design. The increased pace of reproducibility
offered by the print thus permeates a range of Chi-
nese practices from writing, bronze casting, and
mortuary sculpture. Yet, with the ease of a quick-
ly reproducible image comes the problem of its
authorship and ownership. This tension with which
how to readapt the block printed image presents
itself in Mengyun’s work. For, she does not

render the block designs with clarity or perfection.
Rather, she almost produces an X-ray of the block
to communicate her desire to contemplate and
examine it closely.

A cache of thousands of cotton textile fragments
(ca. 1200—1500) made by Gujarati craftsmen
found in Old Cairo (Fustat) and the Red Sea port
of Quseir al-Qadim remain a landmark in the
history of the block print technology. Most of these
fragments are painted or printed and mordant and
resist dyed. Their floral and geometric patterns
align with those found on contemporaneous Jain
manuscripts from the period. Ruth Barnes has
demonstrated how the visual language of these
fragments reappears in wall paintings in Islamic
architecture of early sixteenth-century Yemen.

Because of their portability, textiles like the Fustat
fragments have served as a conduit for circulation
across vast distances. Given their origins in west-
ern India, movement, and appropriation on the Red
Sea, the patterns of the Fustat fragments appear to
be symbolically floating in the middle of the In-
dian Ocean. As in Mengyun’s practice, craftsmen
mined and readapted their visual language in new
scales and media.
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The Durable Itinerancy of the Block Print

Historiographical biases have led the history of
block printed texts to be separated from other
forms of print transfer. For, hand-cut blocks made
to create the negative image of a motif are ubiqui-
tous to craft skills—makers have carved seals into
stone and coin dies for millennia. For the Islamic
world, scholars had long held that technologies of
printing texts in books did not fully emerge until
modernity. This reified the long-held myth that the
German craftsman Johann Gutenberg invented the
printing press and movable type in the fifteenth
century when they had already been well-estab-
lished in China. Writing against this history, the
historian Kristina Richardson has recently shown
how block printing (tarsh) spanned around 900 to
1430 in the Islamic world through the evidence in
a tribal dialect known as Sin. In Roma in the Medi-
eval Islamic World: Literacy, Culture and History,
she argues that a group of itinerant astrologers
from the minoritized Roma ghuraba’ community
were largely responsible for these printed leaves
and long scrolls of religious amulets in Arabic,
Hebrew, Coptic, Aramaic, and Syriac.

With the ghuraba’ (literally, strangers), the link
between block printing and a peripatetic people
gains potency and finds resonances with Mengyun,
who negotiates a range of significant geographies
in both her life and practice. Fiercely committed
to holding the mirror to the other as in her Mir-
ror Pavilion (2023), she navigates a labyrinth of
histories, cultures, and languages, but it is the
block print to which she clings. For it is the fixity
of the print that endures as it travels land and seas,
far from the hands of its makers. What endures the
many passes of migration, shall remain.
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ceptions. Therefore, her paintings are conceived

as pages and books, paying tribute to the history
of ancient globalization—such as the Silk Road—
and the intercultural dialogues that have made the
world inherently hybrid and interconnected.
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